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ABSTRACT 
Professional bodies such as CPA Australia and Chartered Accountants Australia and New 
Zealand support Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) across a range of forms in Australian 
accounting degrees. Various studies have also listed the benefits of WIL as well as the 
importance of structured WIL in universities, and in Accountancy.  This exploratory study 
seeks to further our understanding of WIL programs in the Accountancy schools of Australian 
universities. It emphasises the significance of the role of the university in monitoring and 
administrating this program, and contributing to this type of learning experience. Using a 
qualitative method with mainly open-ended questions administered through an online 
questionnaire, Australian Accounting Heads of Schools were invited to comment on the 
extent of WIL programs, the nature of those programs, and to identify issues that prevent the 
implementation of WIL programs.  
The results from these senior accounting academic decision-makers show most 
respondents perceived WIL programs as important and believed they should be offered and 
assessed. Work Placements and Internships are the prominent WIL approaches in 
Accountancy schools; and WIL programs are generally a semester long, elective, unpaid, in 
the middle and/or end of the course, assessed, with students awarded grades and credit points. 
The most challenging issues identified were the difficulty of finding placements, the 
perception that WIL is not crucial in accounting degrees, and resourcing implications 
involving cost and time for both universities and employers. In conclusion, since WIL is 
perceived as important and a program that should be included in degree courses, strong 
efforts should be made to overcome the challenges involved in conducting a WIL program. 
This study fills a gap in this research area and provides insights into WIL programs in 
Accountancy schools in Australian universities.  
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CHAPTER 1  
INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background 
 
It has been proposed that learning by reading text books and attending lectures 
cannot develop all the competences relevant to a particular area of professional employment 
(Arnold et al., 1999). In Australia, a national educational report emphasised the important 
role Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) can play in advancing employability skills in higher 
education (McLennan & Keating, 2008). WIL is “an umbrella term for a range of approaches 
and strategies that integrate theory with the practice of work within a purposefully designed 
curriculum” (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 9). While recruitment needs and responding to skills 
shortages were identified as key motivators for most employer involvement in WIL, it was 
also recognised that employers, universities and students derive other benefits through this 
engagement (Patrick et al., 2008; Universities Australia, 2008). Also globalisation, 
massification of higher education, a revolution in communications and the need for lifelong 
learning, have forced Australian universities to respond to the changing needs of various 
constituencies. These include potential and existing students, staff, employers, industry, and 
local, regional and national communities (Nelson, 2003).  
Across the Australian higher education sector, there is a growing and widening trend 
to provide students with experiences in practice settings to assist them in developing the 
knowledge required for effective professional practice (Billett, 2011). Work placements have 
been found to increase students’ perceptions of the relevance of their academic studies to 
employment, leading to greater comprehension of the academic studies themselves (Billett, 
1995). These experiences aim to assist students upon graduation to move smoothly and 
effectively into their selected occupational practice and therefore are welcomed by 
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government, industry, and students alike who all want applicable outcomes from higher 
education (Billett, 2011). Billett (1995) suggested that, with guidance, effectively structured 
everyday work activities provide opportunities for accessing and constructing robust and 
transferable vocational knowledge. He concluded that in the workplace, structured activities 
assist individuals to move from peripheral activities to those which are more central to the 
functioning of the particular work practice, and expert guidance assists these individuals to 
access more complex forms of knowledge which are not readily revealed. These well-
constructed experiences “will help bring about the discovery of a more powerful concept, a 
more compelling story, a more robust theory, a more effective practice, and - in the end - a 
superior mental representation” (Gardner, 2004, p. 59). Smith and Worsfold (2013) argued 
that good curricula design may improve learning outcomes and ultimately students’ 
satisfaction with their WIL experience. In addition to authentic workplace experiences, this 
design included induction and preparation processes (IPP), supervisor access, and alignment. 
In certain professions including teaching, health sciences and built environment, an 
essential part of university undergraduate courses involves practical learning in the 
workplace. In professional accounting education in universities, however, this is not generally 
a requirement (Universities Australia, 2008; Stanley, 2013). Australian vice-chancellors have 
made strategic statements that work placements are important (McLennan & Keating, 2008; 
QUT, 2013). If work placements in Accountancy are to become mainstream like other 
professions, there are three key stakeholders in their development – students, employers and 
universities. Research has already been conducted on the student and employer impact of 
work placements (Stanley, 2010; Stanley, 2013). The objective of this research is to provide 
empirical data about the third key stakeholder – the universities. 
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1.2 Current Research in the Field 
 
There is a growing body of literature discussing the benefits of WIL programs for 
the business community; and the many benefits of internships have been well documented in 
several studies (Abeysekera, 2006; Arnold et al., 1999; Blackwell et al., 2001; Crebert et al., 
2004; Fallows & Steven, 2000; Gault, Redington & Schlager, 2000; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; 
Meredith & Burkle, 2008; Mihail, 2006; Parilla & Hesser, 1998; Reynolds, 1997; Schmutte, 
1986; Smith & Worsfold, 2013; Wasonga & Murphy, 2006). Theoretically, models about 
learning through experiences have been put forward with the traditional view of learning 
evolving to an expanded view of learning through interacting with the workplace (Eames & 
Cates, 2004; Hager, 2011). Sociocultural learning theories expound the importance of 
learning in a community of practice, with reflection and interaction with people being very 
important (Boud & Garrick, 1999; Kolb, 1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; 
Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998). 
Lizzio and Wilson (2004) proposed that traditional educational practices offer few 
opportunities to students to become capable practitioners through involving them in processes 
of learning from experience. Arnold et al. (1999) stated that a work placement is better than 
academic work for developing some competencies, as well as establishing more realistic 
expectations and experiences for graduates who are then better favoured by employers. There 
is a growing sophistication in the way that work-based learning is being theorised and 
facilitated in higher education, with its gradual emergence as a distinct field of practice and 
study supported by relevant pedagogies and concepts of curriculum (Lester & Costley, 2010). 
Tensions exist between the demands and opportunities provided by the workplace and the 
need to develop capable practice, support personal development and maintain academic 
validity (Lester & Costley, 2010). This kind of program emphasises reflecting on and 
enquiring into work activity and developing people as reflective, self-managing practitioners 
4 
who are committed to their own development, with the evidence indicating that well-
designed work-based programs are both effective and robust (Lester & Costley, 2010).  
However, accounting education has not kept pace with the changing profession 
(Albrecht & Sack, 2000) and there is a belief that accounting programs should move away 
from concentrating on transmitting large amounts of technical knowledge, and instead, foster 
among students a personally developed understanding of the principles and concepts which 
underpin accounting and business practices (Flood & Wilson, 2008). Various accounting 
literature suggests that work placement programs are important in accounting education 
learning experiences (Beard, 1998; Beck & Halim, 2008; Gracia, 2010; Paisey & Paisey, 
2010; Stanley, 2013). These programs were perceived to be effective with the vast majority of 
students and graduates agreeing that the program was worthwhile and had value (Beck & 
Halim, 2008; Gracia, 2010; Paisey & Paisey, 2010; Stanley, 2013). There have also been calls 
for change, arguing that for more effective learning to take place, it is necessary in accounting 
professional education that some learning be situated and therefore some form of work 
experience is an essential element of a professional accounting graduate’s education (Stanley, 
2013; Wilkerson, 2010).  
1.3 Motivation 
 
Australia has 39 full universities and over 130 other higher education providers. 
Higher education in Australia is therefore a large sector of the Australian economy with 
revenues exceeding $24 billion per year (Norton, 2013). This is almost 2 per cent of 
Australia’s GDP with more than 1.2 million people enrolled in Australian higher education 
institutions (Norton, 2013). Despite large increases in the numbers of Australian residents 
with university qualifications, young graduates are finding it a little more difficult to get jobs 
that match their skills. According to the comparison of the 2006 and 2011 censuses, most 
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people seek higher education qualifications for work reasons, and most graduates continue to 
get good, well-paid jobs (Norton, 2013).  
Three major reports issued in accounting education promoted change in improving 
the academic preparation of accountants not only in the US but also in Europe and the rest of 
the world. The first major report by AECC (1990) in the US promoted the need for change in 
accounting programs for students’ active participation in the learning process. The second 
major report by Mathews (1990) pointed out that the quality of accounting education in 
Australia was decreasing due to a growth in lecture hours but reduced student 
contact/interaction hours. Finally, the third major report by Albrecht and Sack (2000) in the 
US identified pedagogical problems as there was too much emphasis on memorisation and 
reliance on textbooks but not enough out-of-classroom experiences. In terms of Australian 
accounting education, the importance of WIL was recognised for the very first time when the 
Professional Accreditation Guidelines for Australian Accounting Degrees report (CPA 
Australia and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2012) outlined that 
professional bodies welcome the inclusion of WIL in Australian accounting degrees across a 
range of formats1, and that WIL will contribute towards the practical experience requirements 
for the professional programs of the professional bodies. The professional bodies also 
welcomed opportunities to promote such activities to their members and invited their 
involvement (CPA Australia and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2012). 
In Australia, a number of universities have made substantial commitments to 
increasing WIL in most disciplines, for example law, business, and engineering (McLennan 
& Keating, 2008). However, for all Australian universities, the implementation and practical 
issues of WIL are still under-researched. The need to fill the gap between academia and 
                                                             
1 WIL formats include professional work placements, internships, practicum, field/clinical placements, 
cooperative education, service learning, community projects, industry projects, work-based projects, fieldwork, 
site visits, field observations and shadowing (CPA Australia and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in 
Australia, 2012). 
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professions and the questioning of the role of universities in contributing to professional 
socialisation (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Schön, 1983) leads to the importance of conducting 
research in this area. Stanley (2013) pointed out that there is no requirement for university 
based WIL in professional accounting education. Therefore, these concerns raise research 
questions relating to how many Australian universities have implemented an Accountancy 
work placement program, how do they perceive these programs, what are the current WIL 
programs in their schools and why have some universities not implemented such a program. 
WIL has been shown in other university disciplines to be valuable and important for 
employers, universities and students (Patrick et al., 2008). This study can benefit those 
stakeholders by providing empirical evidence about this type of program in the Accountancy 
schools of Australian universities. Work-Integrated placements improve the quality of 
education offered to students by academic institutions (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
However, in the Accounting discipline area, the aims of comprehending how theoretical ideas 
work in practice and of integrating academic and practical experience, are less often achieved 
(Wilkerson, 2010). Therefore, this study will fill the gap in this research area and provide 
insights into WIL programs in Accountancy schools in Australian universities. 
1.4 Research Problems and Questions 
 
The primary aim of this thesis is to obtain the views of Accounting Heads of Schools 
in Australia on the prevalence of WIL programs and on WIL implementation issues and 
obstacles. This includes perspectives on the implementation of WIL programs in Accounting 
schools and the collection of data about challenges facing schools that have and have not 
implemented a WIL program. As there is a consensus in disciplines such as medicine, 
teaching and nursing “on the necessity for work-based learning: a formal apprenticeship in an 
authentic workplace” (Stanley, 2013, p. 780), and workplace learning is not mainstream in 
accounting education, these are important issues that need investigation.  
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The research questions for this study are: 
1. What is the role and extent of WIL in Accountancy courses/programs in Australian 
universities? 
2. What is the nature of WIL programs offered by Australian universities? 
 
3. Why have Australian Accountancy schools not implemented a WIL program? 
 
This is an exploratory qualitative study using mainly open-ended questions via an 
email-distributed questionnaire as the data collection method. Data consisted of background 
information about WIL programs and responses to open-ended questions about WIL 
implementation. It was primarily analysed by a qualitative research method using thematic 
analysis in order to provide an in-depth examination of WIL implementation issues and 
obstacles. The questionnaires were distributed from October 2013 to April 2014.  
To frame the empirical questions, there is a discussion about the various forms of 
WIL. This is followed by an examination of the role of the university in structured WIL and a 
detailed inquiry of WIL issues from a general university perspective. This study will then 
explore how WIL issues in Accounting schools impact Accounting Heads of Schools 
decision-making on WIL and document their responses to these issues. 
1.5 Summary 
 
There is a growing and widening trend to provide students with experiences in 
practice settings to assist them in developing the knowledge required for effective 
professional practice (Billett, 2011). Structured WIL is encouraged to achieve these aims 
(Billett, 1995). Despite the extensive body of literature on sociocultural theory and the 
benefits of WIL programs, accounting education has not followed this trend to include WIL 
as a compulsory element in degree courses. 
This is an exploratory qualitative study involving thematic analysis of questionnaire 
data. It will be used to examine the perceptions of Accounting Heads of Schools on WIL 
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programs; to analyse the nature and characteristics of various WIL programs; and to 
investigate challenges that prevent schools from implementing WIL programs. 
The rest of this thesis is organised as follows. Chapter 2 reviews the related literature 
on professional education; WIL benefits in general and the importance of integrating learning 
experiences; theories of learning relevant to WIL; and WIL programs in accounting 
education. Chapter 3 synthesises selected forms of WIL programs; identifies the role of the 
university in structured WIL programs; and examines detailed issues relating to WIL 
programs in university education. Chapter 4 outlines and justifies the methodological 
framework of this study. Chapter 5 analyses the findings and identifies various themes from 
the data collected. Finally, Chapter 6 provides an analysis of the findings and discusses the 
conclusions, the implications for accounting education, the limitations of the research, the 
contribution, and the possibilities for future research. 
Chapter 2: Literature Review  9 
CHAPTER 2  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 
 
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is a term used for integrating theoretical and 
practical learning. This type of learning has become more popular among universities in 
recent years and is increasingly regarded as a formal type of learning in many disciplines. 
This chapter reviews and synthesises prior research on WIL, the fundamental learning 
theories supporting WIL, and the literature surrounding WIL in Accounting education. In 
particular, Section 2.2 introduces relevant literature on professional learning. Section 2.3 
identifies WIL benefits and the importance of integrating learning experiences and practice. 
This is followed by a review of relevant learning theories in Section 2.4, with Section 2.5 
highlighting WIL in Accounting education. A summary is then provided in Section 2.6. 
2.2 Professional Learning 
 
Promoting professional learning has become of increasing interest in many countries 
due to the growing proportion of professional workers in the workforce, the demand to 
prepare them competently for their essential roles in the workplace, and the need to sustain 
their occupational competence across their working lives (Billett & Henderson, 2011). This 
interest is particularly relevant in higher education institutions which are required to fulfil a 
role in preparing professionals through their undergraduate and postgraduate programs 
(Billett & Henderson, 2011). Across many advanced industrial economies, these interests and 
expectations in higher education have led to a change in attitude towards the purpose of 
higher education (Lomas, 1997). The institutional drift away from liberal education has been 
accompanied by an emphasis within university programs towards those which are primarily 
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concerned with the preparation for specific occupations (Lomas, 1997). With this shift, there 
is a focus on more occupationally specific courses that bring an expectation that graduates 
will enjoy smooth transitions from their university studies into professional practice (DIUS, 
2008; McLennan & Keating, 2008; Patrick et al., 2008; Universities Australia, 2008). 
Students are expected to learn the skills throughout their educational career and be able to 
apply these skills in their professional career after completing their degrees.  
In contrast, liberal education (general education) owes its origins to the philosophers 
and teaching practices of Ancient Greece and, arguably, continues to embrace certain core 
values from that era (Axelrod, Anisef & Zeng, 2001). The term general education is often 
equated with liberal education and its purpose is trying to balance the depth of a major 
discipline focus with some broader learning and variety (Vanderleest, 1996). According to 
Vanderleest (1996, p. 3), liberal education is “a process designed to produce a fully educated 
person by providing knowledge that develops character and prepares individuals to be active 
citizens within their own societies”. Liberal education builds on the basic tools of reading and 
writing to teach students to think critically and logically, judge independently, provide 
leadership, and understand their culture and its historical context (Vanderleest, 1996). 
Contemporary liberal educators teach people to think critically and let them question the 
belief of their time and place (Baumann, 2013). Further, these educators aim to give students 
a broad awareness of the world and teach skills to develop coherent argument for them to see 
values which contain a certain moral and political claim, rather than facts (Baumann, 2013). 
Kimball (1995) characterises liberal educators as “philosophers” against “orators”. He states 
the former believed that “the pursuit of knowledge is the highest good” and the latter contend 
that the primary goal of the university is to teach that which is known, and to instil in students 
the skills required to express such enduring truths (Kimball, 1995, p. xvii). The goals of 
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liberal education in the university are usually pursued in the liberal arts. However, these goals 
can and should be integrated into professional education (Axelrod et al., 2001). 
Professional education is distinctively different from liberal education because the 
curriculum addresses knowledge for and about practice and is delivered both in the context of 
the university and the professional practice field (Taylor, 1997). The word “profession” 
means to profess something that defines one’s fundamental commitment and carries a public 
and moral sense of responsibility (May, 2001). May (2001, p. 29) emphasised that 
professionals have expertise in a specific body of knowledge over a “specific range of 
problems” and as professionals, they use their knowledge not merely to display their 
expertise but also “to serve human need”.  
There is a body of literature around professional learning. Schön (1983, p. 275) 
described professional knowledge as “knowing in practice”. He urged shaping professional 
education with a perspective that values propositional knowledge2 above more implicit forms, 
and reconceptualised knowledge in practice as well as challenging the theory-practice divide 
as being artificial (Schön, 1983). He criticised traditional teaching in universities because 
they were not producing or distributing general fundamental knowledge but were “selecting” 
the knowledge they taught (Schön, 1983). Biggs (2003) is also critical of a traditional 
teaching approach, acknowledging that teaching as transmitting information is widely 
accepted in universities where the teacher expounds the information that the students are to 
absorb and report back. It is also important to emphasise practice to enhance the skills to 
encounter uncertain or unique situations one will experience.  
Schön (1995, p. 29) noted that physicians, for example, are wont to say “I really 
learned to practice medicine on the wards,” and lawyers say “I really learned to practice law 
in the courtroom, or the law office.” University should not only be the place for people to 
                                                             
2 Schön (1995) explained the meaning of proposition as new intellectual understandings that can arise out of the 
very act of application. 
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learn, but also the place to foster practical skills (Schön, 1983). In the theoretical traditions 
that apply to higher education, there is a consensus that learners arrive at meaning by actively 
selecting and cumulatively constructing their own knowledge, through both individual and 
social activity (Biggs, 1996). Higher education must account for and legitimise both the use 
of knowledge produced in the institutes and the practitioner’s generation of actionable 
knowledge in the form of models or prototypes that can be carried over, by reflective transfer, 
to new practice situations (Schön, 1995). 
Eraut (2004) perceived professional knowledge as consisting of separate but 
interrelated domains of knowledge, with the majority of the learning in the workplace being 
informal, involving a combination of learning from other people and learning from personal 
experience, often both together. Professional performance at work is normally complex, 
typically involving the simultaneous use of several different types of knowledge and skills 
and therefore having to be learned more holistically. Eraut (2004) suggested that authentic 
learning recognises the social significance of learning from other people, and draws attention 
to the learning that takes place in the spaces surrounding activities and events with a more 
overt formal purpose. Authentic learning therefore takes place in a much wider variety of 
settings than formal education or training, and it can be considered as a complementary 
partner to learning from experiences (Eraut, 2004). 
The term authenticity is used in education with respect to authentic work activities 
as the worth of genuine experiences that embedded in practical settings (Brown, 1989). Stein, 
Geoff and Trish (2004) also stated that authentic learning experiences are those that are 
personally relevant from the learner’s perspective and situated within an appropriate social 
context. Authentic learning experiences are “ordinary practices of the culture” (Brown, 1989, 
p. 34) where the culture is where a domain of knowledge is practised or situated. Brown 
(1989) criticised teaching abstract concepts independently of authentic situations as it 
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overlooks the way understanding is developed through continued, situated use. He argued 
that activity, concepts, and culture are interdependent and learning must involve all three. 
Authentic activity is important for learners because it is the only way they gain access to the 
standpoint that enables practitioners to act meaningfully and purposefully, and it provides 
experience for learners’ subsequent actions (Brown, 1989).  
Current educational approaches to understanding learning imply that authentic 
learning experiences assist students in developing competent understandings through ‘real-
world’ experiences but protect them from harmful or irrelevant elements that could impede 
rather than support their learning (Stein et al., 2004). However, Stein et al. (2004) pointed out 
that tensions emerge between providing real-world ‘natural’ experiences and the possible 
experiences that can be offered within institutions, which might often be ‘artificial’ or 
‘staged’, and therefore seen as inauthentic by students. The challenge for university teachers 
is to bridge the gap between the learning that takes place within formal institutions and 
learning within real-life communities of practice (Stein et al., 2004).  
There is an imperative for the development of the canonical knowledge 3 of the 
professions to be learnt robustly and also in ways that make it adaptable to the kinds of 
practices that graduates will encounter during their courses and directly upon graduation 
(Billett & Henderson, 2011). This kind of knowledge can optimally be learnt through 
experiences in practice settings and through authentic experiences (Billett, 2009b). Both 
institutional and practical settings have their own particular attributes and when these settings 
are integrated, the learning experiences are most likely to be generative of robust and critical 
educational legacies. In discussions on education reform, there are many educators and 
policymakers calling for more effective models of teaching and learning to change the role of 
the educator from the delivery of knowledge to the facilitation of more active and engaged 
                                                             
3 Billett (2009a) explained “canonical knowledge” as the knowledge required by all who practice that 
occupation.  
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student learning (Universities Australia, 2008; Patrick et al., 2008; Billett, 2009a). Among 
these discussions about improving education, authentic learning has been found as an 
effective and encouraging model to improve student learning outcomes (Billett, 2009b; 
Webster-Wright, 2009). There is a need for a stronger emphasis on authentic, realistic and 
relevant workplace experiences (Stanley, 2013). 
Furthermore, Billett (2009b) pointed out that beyond the experiences provided and 
encountered in both academic and workplace settings and through which individuals are 
invited to learn, is the important role that individuals play as active and directed meaning 
makers. He further stated that effective occupational preparation, and the prospects for 
smooth transitions to professional practice, will most likely be enacted by graduates who are 
informed and prepared, and have capacities for professional practice, including critical 
insights and personal epistemologies directed to those purposes (Billett, 2009b). 
Pedagogically, this means preparing students to be proactive learners, capable of exercising 
critical, but productive, agentic4 learning (Billett, 2009b). One of the goals that need specific 
educational considerations is preparing students to be proactive and self-directed in their 
occupational practice (Billett & Henderson, 2011).  
A key quality of professionals is for them to be self-monitoring of their practice and 
self-directing in their ongoing learning; therefore, it is necessary to account for individuals’ 
capacities to be strategic and adaptive, and to innovate (Billett, 2009b). However, as Billett 
and Henderson (2011) emphasised, these capacities will not simply arise through students’ 
participation in an educational program but need to be developed through a contextual 
dimension because abstract or dis-embedded capacities are unlikely to be helpful in situations 
that have specific requirements and generate particular kinds of problems. Further, the 
generation of these capacities is likely to arise through including and integrating episodes of 
                                                             
4 Billett (2009b) explained the term 'agentic' as personal epistomologies which involves students' critical 
engagement and reflection. 
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practice-based experiences within the totality of the higher education curriculum (Billett, 
2009a). As Boud (1988, p. 25) stated “in a static, unchanging society there may be less need 
for an emphasis on autonomous approaches than there is in one in which learners need to 
adapt to frequent change and need to learn new forms of knowledge and how to use that 
knowledge.” Students practice in a world that is characterised by rapid change and 
unpredictability, and it is therefore essential that they learn to be independent, self-directed, 
autonomous learners (Boud, 1988). 
2.3 WIL Benefits and the Importance of Integration of Learning Experiences 
 
As explained in Chapter 1, WIL is “an umbrella term for a range of approaches and 
strategies that integrate theory with the practice of work within a purposefully designed 
curriculum” (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 9). More specifically, it is learning by doing and is 
designed to help students to develop a better understanding of their future career path, 
personal and professional direction, and extend their knowledge of the world of work (Leong 
& Kavanagh, 2013). WIL encompasses a range of work-related activities and experiences 
built into a student’s study program to give students opportunities to apply the theories being 
learnt in the academic classroom in an actual workplace (Atchison, Pollock, Reeders & 
Rizzetti, 2002). It is therefore a partnership between a number of parties, students, 
educational institutions and employer organisations with each having their own unique 
responsibilities (Leong & Kavanagh, 2013). Various benefits of WIL are discussed in the 
following sections, including the integration of theory and practice, its role in helping 
students to develop professional skills, the provision of workplace opportunities and 
increased employability, improvement in student learning, and strengthened links between 
university and industry.  
There is a growing body of literature discussing the benefits of WIL programs with 
the many benefits of internships, one form of WIL, being well documented in several studies 
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(Gault et al., 2000; Mihail, 2006; Parilla & Hesser, 1998; Schmutte, 1986; Wasonga & 
Murphy, 2006). One of the major benefits WIL programs can provide is improving student 
learning by integrating theory and practice between academic and workplace settings. 
Schmutte (1986) pointed out that internship experience maximises the value of students’ 
educational programs in two ways: by consolidating their classroom experiences with the 
practical aspects of the business world; and by helping students to correct any educational 
deficiency they may discover during the internship period. Schmutte (1986) emphasised the 
satisfaction of students in WIL programs and stated that students benefit with an opportunity 
to gain an education outside the classroom. This was confirmed in an Australian study which 
found that “Students feel their educational experience has been most valuable when they are 
challenged to learn in a supportive environment and have encountered work-relevant learning 
experiences” (Coates, 2008, p. 23). Studies into university students’ experience found that 
they generally recognised the contribution university had made to their generic skills 
development, but they placed a greater value on the experience of learning in the workplace 
and exposure to industry (Blackwell et al., 2001; Crebert et al., 2004). Parilla and Hesser 
(1998) argued that internships help students achieve educational learning goals and provide 
them with an extended opportunity to experience sociological perspectives in a real world 
setting. Internship experiences enabled students to create their own knowledge (action, 
decisions, and programs) based on the mentor’s tacit knowledge, as described by the interns: 
when you deal with people, there are situational qualities that cannot be written 
about. Yet issues have to be addressed and handled, that is where I learned the 
most. (Wasonga & Murphy, 2006, p. 162) 
 
Meredith and Burkle (2008) concluded that real-life experience improves student 
learning. Supplementing theoretically based education, practical projects allows full learning 
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to take place5, and combining theory and practice brings a balanced approach to learning that 
will prepare students educationally and professionally to join the realms of a changing global 
business environment while they are working (Meredith & Burkle, 2008). 
Another identified benefit of WIL programs was the professional skills students 
developed, and workplace opportunities it brings to them. The majority of participating 
students perceive that key skills such as time management, communication skills, teamwork, 
the ability to prioritise tasks, and specialist knowledge are greatly enhanced by their work 
experience (Mihail, 2006). This is crucial as in the changing business landscape, employers 
are seeking university graduates who can demonstrate communications skills, personality 
traits and strategic or analytical thinking (Kerr & Proud, 2005). Lizzio and Wilson (2004) 
pointed out an approach to meeting the challenge of preparing capable professionals is to 
involve students in processes that enable them to develop their abilities to adaptively and 
robustly learn from experience, which can be thought of as a higher order genuinely 
transferable skill. Students benefit from WIL programs with improved self-efficacy, team 
skills and work-readiness (Smith & Worsfold, 2013). In challenging economic situations, it is 
no longer sufficient for new graduates simply to have knowledge of academic subjects. It is 
increasingly necessary for students to gain those skills that will enhance their prospects of 
employment with such employability skills as the retrieval and handling of information, 
communication and presentation, planning and problem solving, and social development and 
interaction (Fallows & Steven, 2000).  
“Lifelong learning” becomes central as we live in a “learning age” in which it will 
be the norm to engage in retraining and personal development throughout the working life 
(Fallows & Steven, 2000, p. 76). Higher education in particular must provide its graduates 
with the skills to operate professionally within the environment required for the environment 
                                                             
5 By bringing the academic environment and industry together, a two-way flow of information and knowledge 
was created, which gave both sides a full view of the arena and made it possible for full learning to occur 
(Meredith & Burkle, 2008).  
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of the “learning society” (Fallows & Steven, 2000). Arnold et al. (1999) reported perceptions 
of competence development in both academic and placement work were quite positive. 
However, placement work was seen as better in this respect than academic work. Perceived 
competence development on work placements was generally very high, with the superiority 
of placements over academic work predominantly in the broad realm of social skills and 
dealing with fast-moving environments (e.g. coping with uncertainty) (Arnold et al., 1999). 
In a study at Griffith University, Crebert et al. (2004, p. 155) noted that “data gathered in the 
course of this study suggested that there was a correlation between the graduates’ experience 
of work placement and the relative ease with which they made the transition from university 
to employment”. That study indicated that work experience offered a valuable preparation for 
the kinds of problems and difficult situations that new graduates often encountered at the 
workplace, and skills developed during work placement significantly contributed to 
graduates’ subsequent career advancement.  
From an industry point of view, WIL programs can enhance employability 
(Abeysekera, 2006; Fallows & Steven, 2000) and contribute to the preparation of graduates 
who meet the demands of dynamic, complex professions (Arnold et al., 1999; Reynolds, 
1997). As Fallows and Steven (2000, p. 75) explained, “there is increasing international 
recognition that the transition from the world of employment is not always straightforward”. 
Gault et al. (2000) stated that a critical area when measuring the success of higher education 
is the career success of graduating seniors, and then identified experiential education as 
playing a vital role in enhancing the preparation and success of undergraduates in the entry-
level workplace. They reported significant early career advantages for undergraduates with 
internship experience, including less time to obtain their first position, increased monetary 
compensation, and greater overall job satisfaction (Gault et al., 2000). 
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New graduates have assumptions about work and work life challenges, and in large 
part these were disconfirmed in the workplace (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004). A strong contributor 
to this is their unrealistic and untested expectations (i.e. they don’t really know what they are 
getting into) about work and work roles. For students and faculty, internships bridge the gap 
between career expectations developed in the classroom and the reality of employment in the 
real world, with students developing more realistic career expectations overall (Gault et al., 
2000; Mihail, 2006; Schmutte, 1986). In particular, business undergraduates with internship 
experience are better prepared in job acquisition skills and obtain their initial employment 
positions more quickly than non-interns (Gault et al., 2000). Interns stated that they are 
provided with better job opportunities and are more attractive to employers as “ready to 
work” employees (Mihail, 2006, p. 39). For participating organisations, internship programs 
provide employers with a known pool of high-quality employees at a significant savings in 
recruitment costs, and offer potential for improving the relationship between the university 
and the business community (Gault et al., 2000). The business employer benefits by having 
qualified students to serve as temporary employees during heavy workloads periods, and the 
employing firm has an opportunity to assess students’ aspects of its operation (Schmutte, 
1986). The firm is also able to develop and maintain a favourable reputation among the 
students and the universities (Schmutte, 1986). 
Meredith and Burkle (2008) argue that real-life experience improves student 
learning and strengthens the links between university and industry. From the university 
perspective, WIL offers a new way to attract students and thus compete against other 
academic institutions (Abeysekera, 2006). In the UK, the distinction between technical 
colleges and universities is reduced, and this has put pressure on traditional academically- 
oriented universities to offer more vocationally-oriented programs and courses to attract 
students (Abeysekera, 2006). The institution benefits from the opportunity to evaluate the 
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content of its academic curriculum against the actual practices experienced by its student 
participants, and from increased cooperation and communication with the participating 
business entities (Schmutte, 1986).  
Lizzio and Wilson (2004) criticised traditional educational practices that offer few 
opportunities for students to integrate their performance across thinking, feeling and doing 
domains, or fail to prepare them to learn from future challenging or distressing experiences. 
Further, they criticised external practicums or work experience programs where the 
experience often becomes an end in itself rather than being a point of departure from the 
more challenging goal of systematically learning from experience. There is a growing 
sophistication in the way that work-based learning is being theorised and facilitated in higher 
education, with its gradual emergence as a distinct field of practice and study supported by 
relevant pedagogies and concepts of curriculum (Lester & Costley, 2010).  
Tensions exist between the demands and opportunities provided by the workplace 
and the need to develop capable practice, support personal development, and maintain 
academic validity (Lester & Costley, 2010). Billett (1995) suggested that, with guidance, 
effectively structured everyday work activities provide opportunities for accessing and 
constructing robust and transferable vocational knowledge. He concluded that in the 
workplace, structured activities assist individuals to move from peripheral activities to those 
which are more central to the functioning of the particular work practice; and furthermore, 
expert guidance presses individuals into accessing more complex forms of knowledge which 
is not readily revealed (Billett, 1995). Gardner (2004, p. 59) summarised the pedagogical 
benefits of well-constructed experiences as assisting “the discovery of a more powerful 
concept, a more compelling story, a more robust theory, a more effective practice, and - in the 
end - a superior mental representation”.  
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The integration of theory and practice is therefore very important. In addition to 
authentic workplace experiences, good curricula design including induction and preparation 
processes, supervisor access, and alignment, may improve learning outcomes and ultimately 
students’ satisfaction with their WIL experience (Smith & Worsfold, 2013). Evidence 
indicated that well-designed work-based programs are both effective and robust, and also 
developed people as reflective, self-managing practitioners who are committed to their own 
development (Lester & Costley, 2010). WIL provides many benefits and should be integrated 
in the university curriculum to maximise its benefits. 
2.4 Theories of Learning Relevant to WIL 
 
Theoretical models about learning through experiences have been developed with 
the traditional view of learning evolving to an expanded view of learning by interacting with 
the workplace (Eames & Cates, 2004). This section will review the fundamental learning 
theories relating to work placement experiences by way of the sociocultural theory of 
learning, the social contexts of learning, situated learning in a community of practice, and 
experiential learning. 
2.4.1 Sociocultural learning theory 
 
The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) was instrumental in 
developing a learning theory based on a sociocultural perspective. In Vygotsky’s theory, 
learning is an ongoing process that occurs through participating in suitable activities and 
engaging in context. The individual learner is not the focus of the learning process, with both 
individual and social learning being important dimensions. Vygotsky (1978, p. 86) framed the 
process of learning based on the concept of the “zone of proximal development”. The crucial 
element of this concept is to set up suitable problems that the learner (in Vygotsky’s case a 
child) cannot solve completely independently and therefore needs assistance (Vygotsky, 
1978). Learning is a two-stage development: from actual learning ability that the person can 
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do independently, and then with some appropriate assistance and guidance from experienced 
individuals, learning moves to a potential development stage where learning abilities are 
challenged and improved (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) emphasised that without proper 
assistance and guidance, learners would not develop their learning potential and therefore 
would likely stay where they are; or if too challenged, they may not obtain the knowledge at 
all. Appropriate guidance and assistance, as well as the setting of appropriate problems, are 
thus key elements of the “zone of proximal development”. 
This theory also emphasises the cultural and historical contexts of learning, as well 
as the important role played by tools such as language and speech. For example, Vygotsky 
(1978) suggested that language is the most important tool for gaining social knowledge 
because the learner can be taught from other people via language. The convergence of speech 
and practical activity allows social interaction to occur and is realised in “the specifically 
human use of tools” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 24). This particular view in sociocultural theories 
has two influences: through social interaction such as the language used; and through context 
such as a workplace or school where learning occurs. Further, learning is regarded as a social 
process that cannot be isolated. This view explains how specialised language and tools used 
in workplaces help students to learn in that context. Learning in context emphasises the 
importance of engagement in an activity while learning; that interaction with people is vital; 
and that tools and signs play an important part in this learning (Vygotsky, 1978).  
Sociocultural psychologists such as Rogoff (1990) and Lave and Wenger (1991) 
have drawn upon Vygotsky’s (1978) work to establish that learning is enhanced in situ (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990, 1995). These theories will now be examined. 
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2.4.2 Learning and social contexts 
Rogoff (1990) places great emphasis on problem solving and the situated nature of 
human activities. Problem solving is related intrinsically to cognition and thinking, and 
thinking is seen as very active and goal-directed: 
Problem solving emphasises the active nature of thinking… people explore, 
solve problems, and remember, rather than simply acquire memories, percepts, 
and skills. (Rogoff, 1990, p. 8) 
 
Rogoff’s (1990) term “guided participation” describes similar learning views to 
Vygotsky (1978) in providing suitable problems and assistance to learners, as it “involves 
adults or children challenging, constraining, and supporting children in the process of posing 
and solving problems” (Rogoff, 1990, p. 18). In the solving of problems, children adopt 
various cultures, technologies, norms, and institutions; and cultural tools are so important that 
tools and technology are very much tied into this form of learning (Rogoff, 1990). Examples 
of inherited tools such as language systems, literate practices to record information and 
transform it through written exercises, mathematical systems, and mnemonic devices are 
given in Rogoff’s (1990) study, leading to her assertion that “expertise in the use of cultural 
tools is central to the role of social interaction” (p. 21). 
2.4.3 Situated learning in the community of practice 
 
Empirical research has demonstrated that professional learning is lifelong learning 
that continues over a long term and is enhanced by being situated within a supporting 
community (Wenger, 1998). Lave and Wenger (1991) used the term “situated learning” and 
proposed that it is participation in the world that brings about learning. They argue that 
learning takes place in context and propose “legitimate peripheral participation” (LPP) as the 
analytic approach to learning. By describing learning as a situated activity within a 
community of practice, Lave and Wenger (1991) emphasised that “learning, thinking and 
knowing are relations among people engaged in activity in, with, and arising from the 
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socially and culturally structured world” (p. 51). Situated learning at work takes place in a 
specific context and is embedded within a particular social environment that can engage 
individuals actively in working with others on legitimate problems within their professional 
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Adopting this view sees learning as a social process which 
cannot be isolated. It identifies the engagement in activity while learning as important, and 
the interaction with people as vital. Learning thus occurs in a social situation and within the 
context in which it takes place.  
Students undertaking work placement programs engage in authentic activities and 
are therefore legitimate participants in a “community of practice” (Wenger, 1998). Students 
then develop meaning for their practice, and through their participation are initiated into that 
community. The context was proposed as “legitimate peripheral participation” in that learners 
are legitimate peripheral participants who learn through participation in social activities and 
interactions, using tools and artefacts in the context (such as the workplace) and the 
community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Through legitimate peripheral 
participation, novices learn how to function appropriately in a particular social, cultural and 
physical environment rather than by merely acquiring discrete items of knowledge within 
their head (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This is very different to the current educational systems in 
many universities where learning is still regarded as an individual process rather than a 
participative one (Biggs, 2003). In traditional learning environments, students are placed in 
lecture theatres and listen to pre-defined knowledge with little interaction between students 
and teachers. 
2.4.4 Experiential learning 
 
Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning and emphasis on reflective learning 
influences our understanding of learning from another perspective. He described learning as a 
recurring four-stage cyclic process involving concrete experiences, observation and 
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reflection, the formation of abstract concepts and generalisations, and the testing of the 
implications of concepts in new situations. Such a model has influenced innovative 
pedagogical practices in higher education and workplace learning, with a focus on actively 
engaging the learner with experience (Kolb, 1984). These strategies are based on a cyclic and 
iterative approach that involves planning, action, evaluation and reflection (Kolb, 1984). That 
is, students gain concrete experiences through academic coursework, and then have the 
opportunities to observe and reflect on things they learned in the working environment. 
Assessment tasks are given to students for the forming of abstract concepts and generalising 
what they learned and reflected on, which is then tested in new situations. This is a way of 
structuring active engagement in learning with experience, and accounts for the importance 
of context, dialogue, and collaboration. Kolb's strategies have been proposed as effective for 
supporting authentic learning, improving social change and desired outcomes, and 
highlighting the importance of reflection and active participation in problem solving. This 
therefore brings about enhanced learning by students. 
In summary, sociocultural learning views learning as a process located in the 
framework of participation, not simply based on an individual’s intellectual engagement. 
Situated learning emphasises the importance of engagement in activity while learning, 
identifies interaction with people as vital, and acknowledges that tools play an important part 
in this learning (Vygotsky, 1978). This theory expands the dimensions of the concept of 
learning and seeks understanding of the workplace to identify and implement the conditions 
for quality learning. Although the contextual factors are diverse and complex in nature, this 
theory suggests the workplace should be structured to bring quality learning. Similarly, 
Rogoff (1990) places great emphasis on problem solving and the situated nature of human 
activities. Lave and Wenger (1991) describe learning as a situated activity within a 
community of practice and emphasise learning as a social process which cannot be isolated, 
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so that the engagement in an activity while learning is important and the interaction with 
people is vital. In addition, Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning and emphasis on 
reflective learning influences our understanding of learning from a cyclic process, focusing 
on actively engaging the learner with experience. These theoretical perspectives suggest that 
learning is not just an individual process. Interaction, proper assistance and guidance, and 
participation and engagement in a social context, are all important elements in sociocultural 
learning. Adopting these views has implications for higher education. 
As suggested by Boud and Garrick (1999), educational institutions realise that they 
need to engage with the social context and better link educational institutions and workplaces 
in a reconceptualisation of work and learning. Business, government, universities and 
colleges emphasise the formalisation of what can be viewed as “legitimate learning” (Boud & 
Garrick, 1999). Those theories and studies support the necessity of the integration of learning 
and practice. They explained the view of the workplace as containing elements of the famous 
split between theory and practice, mind and body, and learning and work, with these new 
relationships being actively explored and contested (Boud & Garrick, 1999). In the world of 
education and training, workplace learning has been regarded as an adjunct to a period of 
formal study in an educational institution, and in this conception, learning in the workplace is 
needed to translate theory into the practice of work (Boud & Garrick, 1999).  
2.5 WIL in Accounting Education 
 
The accounting profession is made up of accounting academics, professional bodies, 
employers and policymakers, all of which contribute to accounting education and 
professional training (Evans, Burritt and Guthrie, 2012). Accounting education has been 
under attack with advancing technology reducing the need for “number crunchers” and an 
increased expectation of analytical and problem-solving skills in business school graduates 
(Still & Clayton, 2004). Accounting academics have also questioned many aspects of 
Chapter 2: Literature Review  27 
traditional accounting education (AECC, 1990; Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Flood & Wilson, 
2008; Mathews, 1990; Stanley, 2013; Wilkerson 2010).  
There are three major reports issued in accounting education aimed at improving the 
academic preparation of accountants not only in the US but also in Europe and the rest of the 
world. The first major report was by the Accounting Education Change Commission (AECC, 
1990, p. 307) in the US, which identified the need for change “because accounting programs 
have not kept pace with the dynamic, complex, expanding, and constantly changing 
profession for which students are being educated”. According to the Commission, the 
objectives of education for accountants are: 
… to teach students to learn on their own. Therefore, accounting programs 
should not focus primarily on preparation for professional examinations … 
Students must be active participants in the learning process, not passive 
recipients of information. (AECC, 1990, p. 309) 
 
The second major report on accounting education was published in Australia by 
Mathews (1990), which identified there was little doubt that the quality of accounting 
education “has been deteriorating” with undue growth in the size of lectures and tutorial 
classes, reduced student contact hours, reduced interaction between teachers and students and 
a general movement away from small group teaching (Mathews, 1990, p. 205). This report 
also documented criticisms by employers, students and graduates including: the use of 
lectures to present factual material instead of developing concepts, arguments and methods of 
analysis; an overbearing concern with technical material and procedures; a lack of relevance 
of many lectures to accounting practice and organisations; and the use of tutorials to give 
solutions to problems rather than to discuss issues and develop oral communication skills 
(Mathews, 1990).  
The third major report about accounting education in the US was very critical of the 
education models being used (Albrecht & Sack, 2000). It stated that little change had been 
made in the last 20 or 30 years prior to its publication, and outlined problems with the 
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pedagogy. There was too much emphasis on memorisation, too much lecturing and reliance 
on textbooks, and not enough out-of-classroom experience (Albrecht & Sack, 2000). 
In accounting, pre-qualification programs are recognised in the higher education 
system and usually accredited by the professional Accountancy bodies themselves. This dual 
recognition system in accounting means some professional school educators are constrained 
by the terms of two social contracts involving higher education generally and the profession 
they serve. Pre-qualification professional education of some professions (e.g., medicine, 
nursing, etc.) is fully discharged by higher education institutions, with professional practice 
built into programs, but many professions have a dual system of prequalification education 
(Eraut, 1992). Under the dual pre-qualification education system in accounting, the 
prospective member typically completes a degree within the higher education institution and 
then progresses to complete their training in a member accounting firm (Byrne & Flood, 
2003, Flood & Wilson, 2008, Wilson, 2011).  
In the US, students are required to undertake five years study in a university, then sit 
for the Certified Public Accountant (CPA) examination and fulfil the experience requirements 
set by each State (Zeff, 1989).  As a result,  
Accounting educators are called to a dual standard, one that is different from, 
and more complex than, that of university and business school educators 
generally. (Wilkerson, 2010 p. 3)  
 
As Eraut (1985) pointed out, the syllabus for the higher-education component is 
primarily based on propositional knowledge and discipline-based methods of inquiry within a 
strictly academic frame of reference, therefore it largely ignores the problem of developing 
and using such knowledge in professional contexts.  
Although WIL is not mainstream in accounting degrees, academic and practitioner 
members of the accounting profession have recognised the contribution WIL has made to the 
various stakeholders. As will be identified later, there has not been a lot of research in this 
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area. The following studies, many of which are empirical, highlight the current situation 
especially in terms of the impact WIL has had on accounting students and as such, why it is 
of benefit to pursue this type of learning in accounting education. 
With an increase in internship/cooperative education programs in accounting 
education, academically, internships can significantly and positively enhance the knowledge 
base and motivational level of aspiring accountants (Beard, 1998). Beard (1998) emphasised 
the importance of a structured learning experience in accounting curricula, and promoted well 
organised and carefully supervised programs in order to enhance students’ ability to integrate 
academic knowledge with practical applications. 
Beck and Halim (2008) studied the impact of eight week internships on Singapore 
accounting students. The results were: that students found what they had learnt would support 
their future professional development, that the internship had prepared them for their first job, 
and that it helped them to choose their career. Interns reported a number of significant 
learning outcomes of which the most significant were the development of personal and 
interpersonal skills, and of lesser importance were technical skills. Learning by reflection was 
the key to supporting these outcomes. The main value of an internship was the introduction to 
those key competencies that cannot be taught in the classroom. These results suggest that 
their internship helped the students to develop maturity and an understanding of themselves 
and their chosen profession (Beck & Halim, 2008). 
Paisey and Paisey (2010) compared the views of students in Accounting schools 
with and without a placement in their degree and found that degrees incorporating a work 
placement were a useful complement to more traditionally structured degrees, as they 
provided a means of developing a range of skills. In their study, both students and their 
supervisors perceived the gaining of ‘real life’ experience to be an important benefit of 
undertaking a work placement. There was considerable satisfaction with the placement 
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experience which had influenced the career plans of most students. Students and employers 
involved in work placements agreed that they were effective in developing a range of skills 
and confirmed that universities should foster these skills and links to industry (Paisey & 
Paisey, 2010).  
Gracia (2010) studied how students derived employability benefits from supervised 
work experience. She found that the students had two broad conceptions of workplace 
learning, “technical” and “experiential”. Students displaying the more common “technical” 
conception saw supervised work experience as an opportunity to develop technical, 
knowledge-based expertise and abilities that prioritise product-based or cognitive learning 
transfer. Students with an “experiential” conception were found to construct their supervised 
work experience primarily as an activity through which the development of personal skills 
and abilities beyond technical expertise were prioritised, using process-based or socio-
cultural learning transfer. In the current knowledge economy, knowledge is becoming rapidly 
outdated and employers are prioritising the soft skills. Gracia (2010) therefore argued that 
higher education institutions need to consider how best to collaboratively engage with their 
students to encourage an experiential, process-based conception of workplace learning 
amongst those students, where the technical and personal components of learning are 
integrated.  
Wilkerson (2010) endeavoured to strengthen the role of accounting educators as 
“trustees” for the integrity of the accounting profession, and pointed out that accounting 
education as professional education must be broadly formative, encompassing professional 
preparation of technical knowledge, practice skills, and normative purpose and professional 
identity. He argued that programs which rely entirely or primarily on traditional classroom 
experiences are not adequately preparing their students for a career as professional 
accountants. He also claimed that “every accounting program’s curriculum should provide its 
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students a significant clinical learning experience such as a practice internship” and argued 
further that a “clinical experience in which accounting educators play no role in its 
development or oversight (e.g., a typical summer practice internship) is likely not a 
substantive learning experience” (Wilkerson, 2010, p. 11). He therefore strongly supports 
WIL to be run by universities as part of an accounting program. Particular emphasis should 
be placed on the important role of accounting educators in assuring students’ learning quality 
is consistent with workplace learning theoretical models. This suggests that accounting 
educators must attend to the pedagogies to be genuinely effective in preparing students for 
their work as professional accountants (Wilkerson, 2010). 
Finally, Stanley (2013) found that learning in the accounting workplace was seen by 
students as being very different from learning at university. Students did not perceive 
university work as “authentic” and “real” and indicated that the experiences in an accounting 
environment were very important. This type of work highlighted timeliness, accuracy and 
accountability, and the asking of questions with two-way interactions being a crucial element 
in the performance of tasks. Key components in this type of learning were the interactions 
and relationships formed. The resultant interaction and immediate feedback about tasks, 
solving problems and career advice were major forms of difference from traditional learning 
at university. Students also commented that work placements brought relevance to their 
university learning in that the content they learned at university was actually used in their 
workplace. The graduates wanted reassurance through work placement programs that they 
were doing the right thing, especially in relation to what area of accounting they should work 
in. They also indicated that the work experience program helped them in their transition from 
university to work. Overall, the study demonstrated that a 100 hour work placement in 
Accountancy can enhance student learning, with results showing strong support by students 
who have worked full-time in accounting since graduation that accounting work placement 
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should be compulsory. The fact that this program was effective should be an encouragement 
to other universities to consider implementing similar short, unpaid and for-credit programs 
as an integral part of their professional accounting courses, prior to graduation (Stanley, 
2013). Stanley’s (2013) study reinforces the relevance of sociocultural learning theories, 
focusing in particular on situated learning that involves “legitimate peripheral participation” 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
2.6 Summary 
 
Promoting professional learning has become of increasing interest in many countries 
due to the growing proportion of professional workers in the workforce, the demand to 
prepare them competently for their essential roles in the workplace, and the need to sustain 
their occupational competence across their working lives (Billett & Henderson, 2011). These 
interests and expectations in higher education have led to a change in attitude towards the 
purpose of higher education, and reflect institutional drift away from liberal education. This 
has been accompanied by an emphasis within university programs towards those that are 
primarily concerned with the preparation for specific occupations (Lomas, 1997).  
There is a growing body of literature discussing the benefits of WIL programs for 
the business community and the many benefits of internships (a form of WIL) have been well 
documented in several studies (Gault et al., 2000; Mihail, 2006; Parilla & Hesser, 1998; 
Wasonga & Murphy, 2006). There are also sociocultural learning theories that explain the 
importance of learning in a community of practice, involving reflection and interaction with 
people (Boud & Garrick, 1999; Kolb, 1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 
1978). However, accounting has not kept pace with the changing profession (Albrecht & 
Sack, 2000). Programs should move away from concentrating on transmitting large amounts 
of technical knowledge, and instead foster among students a personally developed 
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understanding of the principles and concepts that underpin accounting and business practices 
(Flood & Wilson, 2008).  
Various accounting literature suggests that work placement programs are important 
in accounting education learning experiences. These programs were perceived to be effective, 
with the vast majority of students and graduates agreeing that the program was worthwhile 
and had value (Beck & Halim, 2008; Gracia, 2010; Paisey & Paisey, 2010; Stanley, 2013). 
There have also been calls for change in that for more effective learning to take place, it is 
necessary in accounting professional education that some learning be situated and therefore 
some form of work experience should be an essential element of a professional accounting 
graduate’s education (Stanley, 2013; Wilkerson, 2010). The next section will explain the 
conceptual framework that will set the direction for this study in terms of university 
implemented Accountancy WIL.  
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CHAPTER 3  
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
3.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter introduces various forms of Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) programs 
and develops a conceptual framework to guide the study on WIL issues and obstacles. 
Section 3.2 synthesises different forms of WIL to provide a useful framework of possibilities 
for considering pedagogical approaches to WIL and their respective features. Section 3.3 
identifies the role universities play in WIL implementation and administration. Sections 3.4, 
3.5, 3.6 and 3.7 examine issues relating to WIL programs in university education and develop 
a conceptual framework for this study. Section 3.8 concludes the chapter. 
3.2 Forms of WIL 
 
A new epistemology is emerging as WIL becomes better understood through 
research and academic analysis of its learning process (Orrell, 2011). Until recently, work 
experience was understood as a one-way process in which the knowledge gained at university 
was applied to the workplace and deeper knowledge gained. However, it was later recognised 
that a comparable body of knowledge was present and learned in the workplace. The learning 
process becomes more complex and involves an integration of learning and knowledge 
derived from academic sources, workplace experience and reflection (Orrell, 2011). These 
new practices of WIL require a move from an expert or delivery model of higher education to 
one of enabling partnership (Harvey, 2007). This is a partnership involving students, 
universities and employers. 
Making the transition to support these new practices is a challenge to university 
culture, systems and expectations. The university sector has been engaged in its own WIL 
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process in relation to WIL as a philosophy and the design of WIL programs through practice 
(Orrell, 2011). As university participation in WIL increases, consideration beyond a single 
model of WIL is important. The diversity and flexibility of approach should be recognised, 
articulated and celebrated as testament to how individual universities and disciplines innovate 
and adapt to meet the specialised needs of their partners and their disciplines (Patrick et al., 
2008). 
As Patrick et al. (2008, p. 9) has mentioned, WIL is an “umbrella term for a range of 
approaches and strategies that integrate theory with the practice of work within a 
purposefully designed curriculum”. There are different ways of describing WIL and the 
situation is complicated by an array of terms pertaining to work (e.g. paid and unpaid), 
learning (e.g. curricula and extra-curricular), and assessment (e.g. formative and summative). 
Common WIL approaches include work-based learning, work-related learning, industry-
related learning, work-based project, industry project, industry experience, work experience, 
practicum, co-operative education, sandwich course, internship, or placement (Smith et al., 
2009). The most frequently used terms identified in Patrick et al. (2008) were practicum, 
professional practice, internship, workplace learning, work-integrated learning, industry-
based learning, project-based learning, cooperative education and fieldwork education.  
As a result, there is a lack of “consistency or consensus” regarding the types of 
activities and words used to describe WIL (Connor & MacFarlane, 2007, p. 7). Whilst 
recognising the diversity within Australia, a list of models presented by Smith et al. (2009) 
based on work done at Griffith University, provides a useful framework for considering 
pedagogical approaches to WIL and their respective features. In reviewing these models put 
forward by Smith et al. (2009) and their application to accounting education, the models of 
Practicum, Clinical Placement, Paid Work Placements and Cadetship/Traineeship are 
excluded as they are not the most relevant forms of WIL in the accounting discipline. 
36 
Therefore, the following WIL models are the ones chosen for the purpose of this research: 
• Work Placement: the university places a student in industry during the degree 
program for a short period of time; 
• Work Experience/Vacation Work: paid or unpaid extra-curricular work that usually 
takes place in an industry or profession related to the student's program but may 
relate to student's part-time work, which is not related to their program; 
• Internship: usually paid and one year in length and often referred to as a sandwich 
course; 
• Co-operative Education: usually paid and based on a specific project or more 
general work experience; 
• Industry Project: usually unpaid, short-term and based on achieving outcomes for a 
specific project; and  
• Mentoring: mentoring can range in practice from a formal structured program 
through to an informal relationship including peer support. 
3.3 Role of Universities 
 
As previously discussed, WIL represents a transfer from a single model to a 
partnership model involving students, universities and employers, and there are various WIL 
models existing in universities. However, this transition requires informed educational 
purposes and processes. These processes need to be supported by appropriate curriculum and 
pedagogic principles and practices, to guide and assist those teaching in higher education in 
order to provide students with effective practice-based learning experiences and their 
integration into the overall curriculum (Billett, 2011). 
Billett (2011) has been a key advocate of WIL programs in universities, thus his 
ideas form major elements of this discussion. The proposal of promoting integrated learning 
in universities is supported by three underlying principles:  
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1. the benefits and necessity of integrating learning between university and the 
workplace; 
2. how to make the integration of learning happen in universities; and 
3. what happens in universities surrounding the integration of learning.  
The first principle is the discussion of the benefits surrounding the integration of 
learning. As Billett (2009a) proposed, this is an invitation to change. The true measures of 
education are helping the learner to find their place in the real-world and to understand how 
to shape their future career (Billett, 2010). With workplace learning, students gain 
opportunities to learn in the classroom and in the workplace, and the strength is that these 
opportunities are fostered and integrated to create learning that is more than the sum of the 
two parts (Billett, 2010). A key consideration for integrating practice-based experiences in 
higher education curricula is to utilise their key contributions to prepare students for the 
potentially limiting experiences that they might encounter in an academic setting alone 
(Billett, 2007). In both initial preparatory and ongoing developmental programs, there is a 
growing requirement not only for experiences in appropriate practice settings, but also for 
their effective integration into the course curriculum (Billett, 2009a). The integration of 
experiences in academic and practice settings can also contribute to generating occupational 
expertise (Billett, 2009a). The academic and proactive role of the educators is to facilitate the 
movement of students between the settings, and encourage development of the reflective 
capability that will provide the students with skills in managing their own lifelong learning 
(Billett, 2010). In order to develop broadly adaptable knowledge and critical skills for 
graduates, the integration of experiences within university courses is important.  
The second discussion centres on how educational programs can enhance the 
integration of learning via curriculum and pedagogy. It requires the organisation of learning 
experiences that can best develop these occupational and critical capacities that are required 
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for professional practice (Billett, 2011). Hence, there is a need for concepts, models and 
practices that can inform the implementation of educational processes in other disciplines, not 
just the traditional professional disciplines such as medicine, nursing and teacher education 
(Billett, 2011). Considerations for organising effective learning experiences extend to both 
what they mean to students (i.e. worthwhile and worth engaging with), and how learners can 
be active in maximising what is afforded them (Billett, 2009a). Generally, the emphasis 
across the board on WIL in Australian universities is on structured activities that integrate 
theory and practice (McLennan & Keating, 2008).  
The third area relates to what happens in universities surrounding the integration of 
learning. As already highlighted, WIL is already a fundamental part of the curriculum in some 
areas of professional education (e.g. engineering, nursing, midwifery and teaching). 
However, the interest in WIL is increasingly broader than these traditional areas (McLennan 
& Keating, 2008). If WIL can be used in one discipline for enhancing learning and enhancing 
graduate skills, this experience can inform other disciplines to achieve similar goals 
(McLennan & Keating, 2008). Integrating study and work experience in a systematic way, 
under partnership principles, is not new to universities. The professions have long forged 
close links between the tertiary education process and the workplace, and other areas have 
followed suit with some of the structured programs already available for final year and 
postgraduate students in Australian universities (Universities Australia, 2008). While the 
development of structured programs such as these has expanded across universities and over 
a range of disciplines and sectors, a broad integration of study and programs to enhance work 
readiness has not yet been achieved (Universities Australia, 2008).  
Most Australian universities have recently strengthened their commitment to WIL 
through adding WIL to their strategic directions, and re-shaping areas of the university to 
better manage and support WIL programs (McLennan & Keating, 2008). Increasingly 
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universities are establishing institutional agendas and targets regarding integrating WIL 
experiences into the formal curriculum (Orrell, 2011). A number of universities have made 
substantial commitments to increase the availability of WIL, for example Victoria University 
has made the key commitment that “at least 25% of the learning in 100% of our courses will 
draw upon student workplace and/or community experience” (Universities Australia, 2008, p. 
3). In 2008, Griffith University set a significant target “of having 70% of degree programs 
with a component of Work-Integrated Learning by 2010” (Universities Australia, 2008, p. 3). 
This has occurred in the context of a greater recognition of the workplace as a unique and 
valuable learning environment for students (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
Patrick et al. (2008), in a study entitled “The WIL [Work-Integrated Learning] 
report: A national scoping study”, constructed a framework for the development of future 
WIL projects. Under their framework, university leaders, including WIL staff, should 
consider implementing a systematic approach to resourcing the provision of a diverse WIL 
curriculum, and in collaboration with employers and the professions, identify and support 
successful strategies for future growth. For developing WIL curriculum and pedagogy, 
Patrick et al. (2008) suggested a three stage model. First, investigate and trial a range of WIL 
approaches, both inside the university context and within the workplace setting (including 
simulations, virtual companies and employer-based projects). Second, identify a range of 
approaches to WIL pedagogy and curriculum (including assessment methods) and approaches 
to integration through degree programs. Third, identify ways to increase curriculum 
flexibility to enable participation by greater numbers of students and employers, including 
recognition and integration of student learning through part-time work, volunteer work and 
other relevant experiences.  
In summary, an integration of learning between university and the workplace 
enhances student learning and provides students with improved learning experiences, and this 
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is being increasingly recognised, with strategies identified for WIL implementation. 
Universities are the major stakeholders that make decisions about implementing these 
learning experiences into their programs. Various literature on WIL has discussed 
implementation issues in general, with the three major categories of issues from a university 
perspective being WIL pedagogy and curriculum, partnership organisations, and university 
resources (Billett, 2011; Billett & Henderson, 2011; Brown, 2010; McLennan & Keating, 
2008; Orrell, 2011; Patrick et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2009). Sub-themes are also identified 
under each of these categories. Together, these three categories of issues present the base for 
developing a conceptual framework for this research study in order to provide insights into 
WIL implementation in accounting education. The following discussion of these three 
categories is based on the work of Patrick et al. (2008) and Orrell (2011), whose Australian 
national studies were conducted under the auspices of the Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council (ALTC); and McLennan and Keating (2008), who presented a paper to the ALTC/ 
National Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (NAGCAS) National 
Symposium. These papers will therefore be heavily referenced throughout the next sections. 
3.4 WIL Pedagogy and Curriculum 
 
Universities are increasingly looking to WIL as a way to achieve strategic goals and 
improve student learning, with the benefits of WIL being recognised by most universities. 
Curriculum and administrative issues of program implementation are complex. WIL offers 
great opportunities but has to be completely owned by the university. However, tertiary 
institutions need to develop a university-wide commitment to WIL that is supported by 
coordinated policies and approaches, and this is a challenge (Patrick et al., 2008). 
The first issue to be discussed is educational priority. According to Billett and 
Henderson (2011), universities need to be clear about what learning experiences and learning 
outcomes are provided to students through WIL. This is a major issue for a university when 
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considering a WIL program. Universities are concerned about their educational priority in 
that the imperatives of particular instances of practice (e.g. workplaces) will be privileged 
over other educational purposes including developing broadly adaptable knowledge and 
critical stances, rather than meeting particular sets of social and economic goals (Billett, 
2009a). These educators view the changes involved in embedding WIL as being problematic 
and as the antithesis of higher education, and these are important reservations that need to be 
taken seriously (Billett, 2009a).  
Similar views were expressed by some employers in Patrick et al. (2008)’s study. 
They questioned whether the role of universities was to prepare students for work. Some 
employers were concerned that education is not just about employability, and “should not be 
driven by industry” (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 28). They argued that work-ready may not be the 
training that universities are best equipped to provide (Patrick et al., 2008). 
However, Billett (2009a) recommended approaches that can support the effective 
integration of practice-based experiences through curriculum and pedagogical practices of 
contemporary higher education. Patrick et al. (2008) also highlighted the importance of 
integrating WIL as part of the curriculum rather than an added extra, emphasising the 
importance of an integrated WIL curriculum to enable appropriate preparation, supervision 
and mentoring arrangements. 
Billett (2009a) strongly suggested that practice-based experiences should not be seen 
as being opportune or as a side issue but should be brought to centre stage within educational 
provisions. He stated that the key challenges for higher educators are to overcome existing 
orthodoxies that resist embracing learning through practice as being legitimate and 
productive, to support and acknowledge its contributions, and to understand that effective 
curriculum and pedagogy in practice settings are constructed differently from those in 
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educational settings. However, for many universities it is a key challenge to begin to reshape 
elements in order to better facilitate and manage WIL (Orrell, 2011). 
Another issue is whether WIL programs are for credit or not for credit. In 
Australia, a number of universities have made substantial commitments to increasing WIL in 
most disciplines and accrediting this program in their degrees (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
Universities Australia (2008) stated that the benefit of ad hoc jobs obtained by university 
students is invariably less than that derived from study-related programs, especially where the 
work itself can be oriented to form part of the credit for the university degree being obtained. 
At the same time, efforts to structure work programs explicitly linked to the field of study  
that also meet study credit requirements, would improve student motivation and build future 
productivity and skills enhancement substantially (Universities Australia, 2008). 
McLennan and Keating (2008) used Murdoch University as an example of how 
universities are attempting to ensure good practice in their WIL programs. Workplace 
Learning has equivalent learning standards and outcomes to non-workplace learning modes 
(Murdoch University, 2007). Also applying credit to WIL ensures academic control; 
appropriate academic standards in supervision and assessment, including where some 
elements of the supervisory process are delegated to an appropriately qualified external 
supervisor; and ensuring that placements are appropriate contexts through which to achieve 
these goals (Murdoch University, 2007). Patrick et al. (2008) stated that every degree should 
have some kind of WIL and credit should be given. Accrediting WIL programs as structured 
activities in degrees is therefore another important issue to be considered.  
If WIL is to be accredited as Patrick et al. (2008) recommended, assessing WIL is a 
major issue to be considered. Billett (2009a) proposed WIL programs should be monitored 
and evaluated with many universities requiring WIL to be both embedded within a course and 
assessed (McLennan & Keating, 2008). University courses and unit assessments provide “an 
Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework  43 
ideal vehicle for determining the impact and outcome of career development learning and 
Work-Integrated Learning” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 32). 
Patrick et al. (2008) identified that clearly defined and tailored assessment methods 
and strategies for evaluation and quality assurance were important elements of a well-
designed WIL curriculum. Orrell (2011, p. 20) also suggested that universities should ensure 
“evidence from a variety of sources is used to monitor, evaluate and improve the 
effectiveness of diverse WIL program arrangements”. Five main concerns about assessment 
methods in WIL were highlighted by Patrick et al. (2008): the maintenance of academic 
standards; the relevance and consistency of assessment processes; responsibility for 
assessment; the determination of what should be assessed when a student is on work 
placement; and the development of processes by which this assessment is supported and 
managed. 
Various assessment strategies are used by different universities. Patrick et al. (2008) 
reported a number of assessment methods such as reflective journals, portfolios/ePortfolios, 
workplace mentor/supervisor reports, and workplace projects. These methods are aimed at 
providing value to both students and employers. Many of the assessment strategies identified 
by Patrick et al. (2008) included negotiated outcomes, attempting to meet the unique context 
and situation that each student faces while undertaking a WIL program. At Griffith 
University, WIL is required to encompass the practice elements with assessments linked to 
specific areas of study within the academic program (Crebert et al., 2011). Stanley (2013) 
found that assessment on a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory (S/U) basis has great benefit in that 
students were neither advantaged nor disadvantaged by the quality of the actual work 
placement they attended. As supervisors were not trained in education, if a 7-1 grading 
system were to be used, there could be variations in terms of what supervisors saw as a 7 or 6 
level student. Avoiding a 7-1 grading system for WIL program could also provide students 
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with the opportunities to make errors and learn from those errors without being unduly 
penalised (Stanley, 2013).  
Assessing WIL is therefore an essential aspect of WIL curriculum and pedagogy and 
is also one of the biggest challenges in designing WIL programs as “universities are reluctant 
to move beyond commonly accepted notions of objectivity and reliability that govern on-
campus assessments” (Orrell, 2011, p. 9). It is therefore imperative that the assessment 
approaches adopted are constructively aligned with the WIL learning experiences and the 
professional program in which it is situated.  
Another issue is whether students should be paid or unpaid while undertaking a 
WIL program in universities. One consideration is that many existing professional work 
placements/practica are unpaid. Stanley (2010) pointed out that students are not paid to attend 
medical and teaching placements and so a similar model was therefore trialled for their 
Accountancy WIL. Alternative considerations centre on the financial burden for students in 
terms of their cost and time, since many students are working due to financial reasons. 
Bexley, Daroesman, Arkoudis and James (2013) conducted a study on university student 
finances and found that approximately 80% of more than 85,000 Australian students surveyed 
were in paid work, and that approximately 50% of domestic undergraduates believed that 
their work adversely affected studies. However, that report also found that a significant 
proportion of students missed classes due to problems with travel arising from paid work 
commitments. Whilst students’ part-time work provides some scope for WIL, it also presents 
a disincentive for students who are unable to manage an additional workload, let alone the 
basics of travel to and from work or university.  
Students’ perceptions that engaging with WIL is unjust, unfair or too costly may 
become greater de-motivators than the perceived relevance and usefulness of the learning 
experience (Patrick et al., 2008). Participants in the Patrick et al. (2008) study identified a 
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number of equity issues in relation to WIL placement programs for employed students and 
those with family responsibilities. It is not surprising that the time demands of WIL 
placements were considered an important issue for these students (Patrick et al., 2008). 
Unpaid placements disadvantage self-supporting students and those with family 
responsibilities, especially if they have to leave paid employment to complete an unpaid 
placement. Patrick et al. (2008, p. 27) revealed that: 
… students from low socioeconomic backgrounds experience disadvantage 
whilst studying at university and compulsory, unpaid WIL placements might 
entrench that disadvantage if such students require additional travel costs or 
surrender of paid work 
 
Participants in their study observed that “unpaid compulsory community placements 
were a real danger area for students who came from lower socio-economic backgrounds” 
(Patrick et al., 2008, p. 27). Other participants in that study referred to financially struggling 
students “having to delay their studies or withdraw as they could not meet the practicum 
demands of some courses” (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 27). In Stanley (2010), accounting students 
felt that WIL should be highly recommended and encouraged, with the unpaid element being 
a reason for some students to think the program should not be compulsory.  
These comments in Patrick et al. (2008) highlight the impact financial pressures 
have on students and their capacity not only to participate in WIL placement programs but 
also to successfully complete their studies. Of particular interest are the recommendations in 
the proposed National Internship Scheme (Universities Australia, 2008) in relation to 
ensuring students can receive payment for their WIL experience, without having to do 
additional paid work at the same time: “If it [the WIL activity] was paid, I could invest more 
time into it as I wouldn’t have had to do as much unrelated (paid) work” (Patrick et al., 2008, 
p. 26). However, industry may validly argue that students are not immediately generating 
direct industry revenue commensurate with wage payments required for income support, 
particularly if the work must also be designed to serve study credit purposes (Universities 
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Australia, 2008). Careful consideration must be given to the financial cost of WIL placements 
(especially compulsory, unpaid placements) so as not to further disadvantage students 
(Patrick et al., 2008). 
Another issue relates to the time and sequence of WIL programs. As previously 
discussed, engagement by some students was limited by competing demands on their time, 
with students often juggling existing employment, family and study commitments whilst 
engaging in WIL. Since time is a particular resourcing issue for WIL programs, it would be 
helpful if universities could be more adaptable in terms of the timing and length of 
placements. The importance of flexibility in terms of engagement was recognised in Patrick 
et al. (2008, p. 43) as “having more flexibility across the year regarding when placement can 
be done.” In addition to making courses more flexible, one employer suggested that a “list of 
expectations, requirements for the students to meet during their time in the industry” would 
assist in minimising the time it takes to engage in WIL activity (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 43).  
Employers consulted in Patrick et al. (2008) indicated that the time element is the 
major inhibitor to increased involvement in WIL placement programs. Employers in Patrick 
et al. (2008) advised the WIL program should be flexible and integrate with industry 
business, and universities should be aware and open to flexible delivery by building 
relationships with industry (Patrick et al., 2008). Also, Brown (2010) found that having more 
flexibility across the year with respect to placement was seen as a possible solution to 
concerns about finding placements. Thus if government, universities and employers want to 
generate more WIL opportunities for students, they will have to be more flexible in terms of 
the length and timing of the activity. 
In addition to this, the duration of WIL is another concern. Some Accountancy 
employer participants in Patrick et al. (2008) observed that it is difficult to arrange tasks for 
students in a 6 week WIL program, 4 months is not long enough to do something long term, 
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whereas employers could structure things better in a 12 months program. They also indicated 
that accounting tasks are very hands-on with lots of face to face work with clients, and 
therefore it would be difficult to do anything meaningful in a short time (Patrick et al., 2008). 
These views towards WIL programs reflect employers’ concerns about the length of these 
programs. The above discussions show that some employers prefer longer WIL programs. 
This is a fundamental issue relating to how WIL programs should be structured.  
Stanley (2013) conducted a study on a Workplace Learning Experience Program in 
Accountancy at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Australia. His 
qualitative, exploratory case study found that student learning could be enhanced by a 
program comprising 100 hours in a work situation, providing valuable research for other 
universities considering such a program. His study showed that WIL programs don’t have to 
be long to be effective.  
In summary, pedagogy and curriculum issues are very important in designing a WIL 
program. In relation to curriculum design for higher education, Billett (2009a) argues that 
there is a need to consider how best to prepare for, position, sequence and identify the most 
appropriate duration of practice experiences, and consider support for learning from those 
practice experiences. 
3.5 Partnership Organisations 
 
Educational institutions initiate most WIL programs, with imperatives including a 
desire to balance theory and practice in students’ education and to build partnerships with 
local employers (Billett, 2010). WIL involves a three-way partnership between an educational 
institution, the participating students, and the organisation that will employ the students. This 
three-way partnership provides potential benefits for all three parties involved (Coll et al., 
2009). 
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WIL is more likely to succeed as a learning experience if it is perceived as a 
partnership in which the host organisation is involved in the planning and delivery and is 
committed to student learning (McLennan & Keating, 2008). Sound facilitation of the 
integration of the learning opportunities between the classroom and the workplace may rely 
on the beliefs about learning that participants hold (Billett, 2010). This requires universities 
to work with industry partners. However, working with industry is a new role for many 
university staff.  It is not easy working with a range of industry and community organisations 
of all sizes, with vary degrees of commitment to student learning as well as maintaining 
academic standards and ensuring high quality learning outcomes for students in every 
placement (McLennan & Keating, 2008). Therefore, a fine balance is needed between 
meeting the demands of industry and the community, and meeting the university’s 
requirements for high quality learning (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
The first major issue is obtaining placements. In Australia, the increasing interest in 
WIL creates more competition for finding places for students (McLennan & Keating, 2008) 
and finding sufficient placements becomes a major preoccupation and challenge for WIL 
program leaders. The small pool of available placement opportunities makes finding 
appropriate experiences for students with particular needs even more difficult (Patrick et al., 
2008). This is especially so when professional accreditation for registration regulates the WIL 
component in programs and these programs have large student cohorts (Orrell, 2011).  
There are many concerns surrounding the difficulty of finding placements for a large 
number of students:  
…endlessly expanding practicum offerings is a nice idea, but as a past 
practicum coordinator, I am well aware of the difficulties of generating large 
numbers of placements. (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 30)  
 
One academic stated that the number one problem is industry being unable to take 
placements, and the number of universities looking to place students, which makes it harder 
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for both parties (Patrick et al., 2008). This is a shared responsibility between universities and 
employers and a strong partnership is essential (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
Other elements that extend the issue of obtaining placements are the regional 
concerns confronting regional universities. As more institutions have an interest in WIL, the 
pressure on available student placement opportunities grows in areas that have not 
traditionally adopted WIL strategies. Finding placements in regional areas may be harder than 
metropolitan areas (Patrick et al., 2008). The problem for smaller regional universities who 
have to compete for placements was raised: “we’ve probably got one too many universities 
over here which makes it hard” (Patrick et al., 2008, p. 30). These difficulties in finding 
placements may reduce the willingness of some universities to consider implementing WIL 
programs. 
Apart from drawing attention to the issue of supply and demand of placement 
opportunities and the challenges universities have in sourcing positions, the resource 
implications of managing larger numbers of students engaging in WIL placements must 
also be considered (Patrick et al., 2008). Some universities rely on students identifying their 
own placements. However, if the experience is not appropriately structured, it can cause 
concerns: “how do you guarantee the quality of a company the student has identified 
themselves … and how do you cover the risks involved once they have started?” (Patrick et 
al., 2008, p. 31). Relying on students to identify placements themselves may impede the 
relevance and quality of the learning experience as there may be a lack of appropriate 
structure and sound resource management (Patrick et al., 2008). Therefore, it is the 
responsibility of the university to adequately and appropriately find and organise placements 
for students.  
Another issue for universities to consider under partnership is the cost and time for 
employers in taking WIL students. It has been pointed out that resource implications impact 
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on employers in that they have to justify spending the time to mentor students when they are 
under-staffed or struggling to supervise the apprentices they have (Patrick et al., 2008). From 
an employer perspective, student engagement in the workplace is often limited by their ability 
or preparedness to be involved. Employers may think it is a really good idea to have students 
but the nature of the workplace makes it too difficult (Patrick et al., 2008). Students may not 
be sufficiently equipped to make the most of the experience as they are generally not 
productive until they understand the culture of the firm. For some accounting firms, taking on 
a student will require resourcing as the student won’t be adequately prepared to do something 
like an audit (Patrick et al., 2008).  
Companies are also very financially focused and involvement in a WIL program has 
to satisfy their bottom line. Patrick et al. (2008) pointed out a number of concerns in this 
regard. The program needs to highlight to industry the less tangible benefits of having a WIL 
student. Employers acknowledged that there will be a cost, especially to cover potential 
student mistakes. Some employers reported frustration at the lack of understanding on the 
part of the university in relation to the time costs involved in providing placements for 
students, and the basic understanding that employers are always time poor. However, if WIL 
is managed well, students on placement can also provide a resource that would otherwise 
mean some employer projects and work activity would not be undertaken if the students were 
not available.  
A key issue for universities to consider is maintaining the partnership with 
employers. A stakeholder approach means recognising different stakeholder perspectives and 
imperatives and stressing the importance of “productive partnerships and collaborative 
approaches [that] build capacity and add value… [and] support innovation and quality” 
(Patrick et al., 2008, p. 39). It is important that universities and employers work together to 
develop mutually beneficial and sustainable relationships, as increased engagement is likely 
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to benefit WIL initiatives and the full range of WIL programs offered by universities (Patrick 
et al., 2008).  
The University is a major stakeholder in the partnerships in WIL. For universities, a 
closer relationship with employers means a curriculum that better reflects work practices 
(Patrick et al., 2008). In order to manage different expectations and demands among 
stakeholders to enhance partnerships, understanding universities’ various objectives in WIL is 
important. If the potential benefits of WIL experiences are to be realised, it is helpful to have 
mature relations between academics and practitioners, and between academic institutions and 
practice settings (Billett, 2009a). Universities are striving to develop and maintain good 
relationships with industry partners in order to provide students with quality learning 
experiences.  
In responding to these challenges, stakeholders in Patrick et al. (2008) identified the 
need for closer collaboration between universities and employers in order to provide work-
related learning experiences for students. However, such relationships are difficult to generate 
and sustain, given the different imperatives of educational and practice-based settings, and 
the tensions that can arise between distinct goals and priorities (Billett, 2009a). Orrell (2011) 
stated that when universities and partner organisations properly negotiate WIL conditions, 
they can better understand each other’s needs and expectations, and this understanding can 
form the basis for more robust, authentic student engagement and learning. WIL could offer 
opportunities to the employer and the university as well as contribute to improving the quality 
of the workplace experience for students (Patrick et al., 2008). 
3.6 University Resources 
 
Resourcing is one of the major issues relating to WIL implementation in universities, 
especially as WIL expands across different disciplines and professions. Essentially, the 
resourcing issue involves academic staff workloads; the cost and time to organise and 
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monitor these programs; recognition and rewards towards their work in WIL programs; and 
how universities should support them in resourcing these programs. In addition, the 
government’s contribution to universities for these programs is also important. 
Workload and time constraints associated with WIL programs have been 
identified as a pressing issue for university staff, employers and students. In Patrick et al. 
(2008), academic staff identified the major difficulty they face is the time it takes both to 
organise and sustain the existing program. They identified that academic staff do this as part 
of their usual workload with little or no formal recognition or support from either their school 
or faculty. They also stated that it is a very time-consuming process and they believe their 
industry links and liaison would be greatly improved if they had more time to forge new 
alliances and extend existing ones. Therefore, they would like to have time to engage with 
industry. WIL is very time consuming and academic staff do not have enough time to 
organise and sustain the program. Brown (2010) also reported similar concerns about 
academic workloads and resources to support visits and recommended reducing workloads on 
individual academic staff by cooperating with other WIL staff.  
The cost and time to organise and monitor WIL programs was another issues to be 
considered. McLennan and Keating (2008) stated that the actual costs of WIL programs 
may vary depending on the particular type of program and the settings. However, the 
challenges of maintain such programs are considerable, involving  
… transaction costs of maintaining partnerships with many employers, 
resourcing WIL opportunities, developing and evaluating curriculum for WIL 
and supporting a body of students who are geographically dispersed. 
(McLennan & Keating, 2008, p. 11) 
 
The value of sustained relationships with partner organisations and the costs of 
establishing them should also be recognised (Orrell, 2011). Maintaining relationships can be 
time consuming with university staff going out and recruiting organisations. This is a one to 
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one relationship with academics selling and introducing the concept (Patrick et al., 2008). 
Thus operating a WIL program requires a significant commitment of resources.   
Universities need to value the work of academics in facilitating WIL programs and 
generating relationships with partners in their recognition and reward systems. These 
programs require academics who have generally not facilitated WIL before to adapt to a 
different teaching and learning context, with less emphasis on teachers controlling the 
learning process and more emphasis on students managing their own learning processes 
(McLennan & Keating, 2008). Academic skills are not the only issue to be considered: “it is 
not just an issue about academics developing the skills to manage and facilitate WIL 
effectively but also about academics being recognised and rewarded for their work in this 
area” (McLennan & Keating, 2008, p. 11). Workload, including recognition of workload, is a 
major issue in administering WIL programs for staff. For example, lack of time and lack of 
workload recognition impacts on the ability to think, research and improve WIL practices, 
and this contributes to increased stress levels and inability to provide appropriate time to 
students needing additional attention and support (Patrick et al., 2008). 
There is also a lack of support from schools or faculties for these types of 
programs. One university staff member surveyed in Patrick et al. (2008) argued that if the 
faculty wants to expand the practicum, it will need to create a position specifically dedicated 
to that end as there are various duties involved in organising placements which are 
overwhelming and leave very little time for further expanding the profile of the program 
(Patrick et al., 2008). As student numbers increase and more disciplines engage in WIL, the 
need for additional resources to support staff and provide quality placements is apparent. If 
government, universities and employers want to generate more WIL opportunities for 
students, they will have to make additional resource investments in WIL, as well as address 
issues of staffing allocation and workload expectations (Patrick et al., 2008). 
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In some universities, solutions are based on the expectation that university policy 
and approaches recognise coordination and supervision of WIL curriculum as a legitimate 
academic endeavour that is recognised and valued in the promotion process (Patrick et al., 
2008). For example, several universities have developed policies and approaches to ensure 
workload issues are recognised. In particular, Griffith University has addressed workload 
concerns by recognising the additional and special nature of activities involved in managing 
WIL programs. One way to alleviate functional issues related to workload is to divide the 
workload of training and administration between academic and administrative staff, in that 
training should be done by academic staff and administration done by professional staff 
(Patrick et al., 2008). 
One academic highlighted the importance for sufficient administrative support to 
coordinate all the organisations and individuals (Patrick et al., 2008). That study also 
illustrated that even with the support of administrative staff, WIL academics are involved in a 
wide range of activities and are required to initiate and sustain WIL as well as manage the 
learning outcomes of the experience. The capacity of stakeholders to provide quality 
placements is impacted by key resource issues including recognition of staff workload and 
staff development (Patrick et al., 2008). In particular, another academic suggested that the 
academic time required to undertake the WIL activities should be taken into consideration 
when reviewing workloads, research output and promotion applications (Patrick et al., 2008). 
Recognition and awards are necessary to support them in facilitating the programs and 
generating relationships with partners. It is important that WIL be seen as an integral part of 
teaching and learning, and community engagement, and that it be appropriately resourced 
(Patrick et al., 2008). 
In summary, three major categories of WIL issues have been discussed with the 
various sub-themes emphasised in this discussion. All these issues and subthemes are 
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highlighted in Table 3.1. These will form the basis for the development of the conceptual 
framework that will guide this study. 
Table 3.1 
Major WIL issues and sub-themes 
WIL Pedagogy and Curriculum Partnership 
Organisations 
University  
Resources 
Educational priority 
• Whether it is the role of the university 
to make students work-ready or to 
educate them in other ways; 
• Education may not be about 
employability; 
• Academics weigh up the purpose of 
Higher Education against meeting 
social and economic goals 
Obtain placement 
• Difficulty in finding 
placements; 
• Regional concerns; 
• Managing large 
numbers of students 
Workload and time 
constraints 
• Workload and time 
constraints for staff; 
• Lack of support 
For credit/not for credit 
• Workplace learning recognised and 
valued as a contribution towards an 
accredited degree; 
• Many universities accredit WIL for 
structured activities 
Cost and time 
• Resource implications 
for employers 
Cost 
• University meeting full 
costs of implementing 
WIL programs 
Assessment 
• Improve program quality; 
• Various assessment strategies; 
• Grading system considerations 
Maintain partnerships 
• Mutually beneficial 
and sustainable 
WIL staff recognition and 
reward 
• WIL staff recognised 
and rewarded 
Paid/unpaid 
• Many programs for teaching and 
medical degrees are unpaid; 
• Financial burden for students; 
• Paid program could be beneficial to 
certain groups of students 
  
Time and sequence 
• Flexible arrangements for students can 
be beneficial 
Duration 
• Long versus short programs 
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3.7 Conceptual Framework for the Study 
 
It has already been stated that WIL is increasingly becoming a partnership model 
involving three key stakeholders - universities, employers and students (Coll et al., 2009). 
Employers involved in accounting WIL can take many forms – public accounting, 
commercial or non-profit. Students doing WIL can also be categorised in terms of domestic 
versus international, full-time versus part-time, male versus females, and mature-age versus 
school-leavers.  However, this study is not concentrating on these particular aspects of WIL.  
It is investigating the university sector’s response to implementing WIL. 
The different interactions among these stakeholders generate the various forms of 
WIL as discussed previously. Structured WIL is the most important as it enhances student 
learning by maximising learning benefits between academic and workplace settings. Based 
on the literature, various categories of WIL issues were also discussed. The relationship 
between these elements, as developed by the researcher, can be shown in Figure 3.1.  
 
Figure 3.1 Relationships between the various elements of a WIL program  
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However, for this particular study relating to university Accounting schools in 
Australia, a specific conceptual framework incorporating the major elements of these general 
relationships in Figure 3.1 can be developed.  This will also have direct links to the research 
questions. 
As previously discussed, there were various sub-themes relating to the three major 
categories of issues involving WIL pedagogy and curriculum, Partnership organisations and 
University resources. These issues and sub-themes are the foundation for this study, which 
will seek the perceptions and perspectives from the major strategic decision-makers in 
Accounting schools in order to form a view on WIL implementation issues and challenges. 
The resulting conceptual framework that guides this study is shown in Figure 3.2.  
 
 
Figure 3.2 A conceptual framework for WIL implementation issues and challenges 
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3.8 Summary 
 
There are various forms of university WIL programs (Patrick et al., 2008; Smith et 
al., 2009) with six prominent forms of WIL being selected for this study. For educational 
programs to enhance the integration of learning via curriculum and pedagogy, it requires the 
organisation of learning experiences that can best develop these occupational and critical 
capacities that are required for professional practice (Billett, 2011). This study seeks to 
analyse various issues on WIL implementation from the university perspective with specific 
reference to Accounting. Major WIL issues and their sub-themes are discussed based on 
previous literature and this forms the basis of the conceptual framework for this research.  
The framework suggests the possible structures that Accounting WIL could adopt and the 
possible challenges that could be faced.  The next chapter outlines the research method and 
subsequent chapters will examine the responses of Accounting Heads of Schools to WIL 
issues. 
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CHAPTER 4  
RESEARCH METHOD 
4.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter describes the research design and identifies the way in which the 
framework for WIL implementation issues is applied to the study in the context of a 
qualitative research approach. The purpose of each section in this chapter is: Section 4.2 - 
identify the research problems; Section 4.3 - outline the qualitative research design of this 
study, including the research population and data source, and the procedure used in designing 
the open-ended questionnaire and collecting the data; Section 4.4 - explain the data collection 
methods; and Section 4.5 - provide an explanation of the qualitative procedures used to 
analyse the data. Section 4.6 summarises this chapter. 
4.2 Research Problems 
 
As previously discussed, structured WIL programs are encouraged to “maximize 
students’ learning experiences” (Billett, 2009a, p. 840). Various studies about structured WIL 
programs in professional accounting education have been conducted with specific reference 
to the perspectives of employers and students (Beard, 1998; Beck & Halim, 2008; Paisey & 
Paisey, 2010; Stanley, 2013; Wilkerson, 2010). However, the third stakeholder in any 
successful WIL implementation is the university sector. 
The purpose of this study is to obtain the views of Accounting Heads of Schools in 
Australia on WIL implementation issues and obstacles. This includes perspectives on the 
implementation of WIL programs in Accounting schools, the insights into various approaches 
of WIL these schools implement, and the collection of data about the challenges facing 
schools that have not implemented a WIL program. Given there is a consensus in disciplines 
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such as medicine, nursing and teaching “on the necessity for work-based learning: a formal 
apprenticeship in an authentic workplace” (Stanley, 2010, p. 1), and workplace learning is not 
mainstream in accounting education, these are important issues that need investigation.  
This study is an exploratory qualitative study using predominately open-ended 
questions via questionnaire as the data collection method, and using thematic analysis to 
provide an in-depth examination of WIL implementation issues and obstacles. The 
questionnaire was administered from October 2013 to April 2014 and asked respondents to 
reflect on WIL programs relating to the 2012 academic year. The conceptual framework that 
guided question design was based on analysing current WIL issues identified in relevant 
literature in higher education. As a result, the research questions are as follows: 
 
1. What is the role and extent of WIL in Accountancy courses/programs in 
Australian universities? 
 
Given the importance of WIL programs for improving student learning, and not 
having this type of learning as a compulsory element in Accountancy degrees in Australian 
universities, this research question is addressed by collecting data from all Australian 
universities. In particular, it seeks information about how many have implemented WIL in 
their Accounting schools as well as insights into the perceptions of Accounting Heads of 
Schools on WIL programs. In seeking the perceptions of Accounting Heads of Schools, the 
focus is on the importance of WIL, whether it should be compulsory or elective, whether it 
should be assessed, and its timing. 
 
2. What is the nature of WIL programs offered by Australian universities?  
 
It is important to understand what forms of WIL programs are offered in Accounting 
schools and the characteristics of these programs. This research question is addressed by 
collecting data from Accounting Heads of Schools to obtain their views on the nature of their 
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different WIL programs and their respective characteristics. The focus is on how they 
implemented these programs and various issues involved for each form of WIL program.  
 
3. Why have Australian Accountancy schools not implemented a WIL program? 
 
As WIL programs have become mainstream in many disciplines in universities, it is 
also important to understand why Accounting schools have not followed this trend and not 
made WIL a pre-requisite for graduates (Stanley, 2013). It is therefore important to 
investigate the issues that prevent schools from implementing this type of program that has 
been shown to benefit student learning (Schmutte, 1986). This research question is addressed 
by analysing data obtained from Accounting Heads of Schools on what they perceive to be 
the challenging issues when considering WIL programs, and the relative importance of each 
of these issues.  
Table 4.1 sets out the links between the research questions, the research gap and the 
purpose behind them, the type of data to be collected, and the method used to collect and 
analyse this data. 
62 
 
 
Table 4.1  
Research questions and appropriate method 
Research Question Research Gap Research Purpose Data Type, Source 
and Analysis 
1. What is the role and 
extent of WIL in 
Accountancy 
courses/programs in 
Australian 
universities? 
Gap in empirical data 
on the role and extent 
of WIL in 
Accountancy 
courses/programs in 
Australian universities  
To determine which  
Australian Accounting 
schools implement WIL 
and to gather insights 
into the perceptions of 
Accounting Heads of 
Schools on WIL 
programs 
Questionnaire: 
Numerical data and 
written comments, 
Open-ended questions; 
Descriptive statistics and 
thematic analysis 
2. What is the nature 
of WIL programs 
offered by 
Australian 
universities? 
Lack of empirical data 
on the nature of 
accounting WIL 
programs in Australian 
universities 
To identify the forms of 
WIL programs offered 
in Australian 
Accounting schools and 
the characteristics of 
these programs 
Questionnaire: 
Written comments, 
Open-ended questions  
and publicly available 
documents (from 
websites);  
Thematic analysis 
3. Why have 
Australian 
Accountancy 
schools not 
implemented a WIL 
program? 
Gap in empirical 
accounting education 
literature relating to 
the challenges of 
preventing the 
implementation of 
WIL programs in the 
undergraduate 
programs in 
Accounting schools in 
Australia  
To determine the 
challenges these 
universities face in not 
implementing an 
accounting WIL 
program 
Questionnaire: 
Numerical data and 
written comments,  
Ranking questions and 
open-ended questions;  
Descriptive statistics and 
thematic analysis 
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4.3 Research Design 
4.3.1 Research methodology 
 
This thesis studies the issues of implementing an Accountancy workplace learning 
program. Key literature reviews were conducted on current approaches to teaching and 
learning in accounting education in the context of WIL (Chapter 2) and various issues of WIL 
implementation were outlined. These form the conceptual framework for this study (Chapter 
3), which examines perceptions of WIL implementation issues and the extent of the use of 
WIL and identifies challenges from the perspective of Accounting Heads of Schools in 
Australian universities. 
Qualitative methods were used for empirical data collection and analysis in 
attempting to clarify Accounting WIL program issues in Australian universities that have not 
previously had sufficient attention by both academic and professional literature. In new fields 
of study where little work has been done and little is known about the nature of the 
phenomenon, qualitative inquiry is a reasonable beginning point for research (Patton, 1990). 
Exploratory research charts the dimensions of previously unstudied social settings and 
intensive investigations of the subjective meanings that motivate individuals’ action and what 
meanings they give to their actions as well as issues that concern them (Schutt, 2009).  
The strength of exploratory qualitative studies is that they stress the importance of 
context, setting, and participants' frames of reference (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). In this 
type of study, the goal is to learn what is happening in the context and to investigate social 
phenomena without explicit expectations (Schutt, 2009). Qualitative researchers typically 
begin their projects seeking to discover what people think, how they act, and why, and the 
context of concern may be a program or organisation, a community or a broader social text 
(Schutt, 2009). In this study, where previous literature provides little on WIL program 
implementation issues in Accounting schools in Australian universities, it is necessary to 
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conduct qualitative research to explore known and unknown issues in this area. It may 
provide guidance to solve the problems and therefore promote WIL in Accounting schools in 
Australian universities. 
A qualitative research method is also appropriate to seek individuals' opinions on 
particular issues within a specific context. Qualitative research involves an interpretive, 
naturalistic approach to the world. Qualitative researchers study things in their natural setting, 
attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 
them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Qualitative research allows the investigator to obtain a richer 
and more intimate view of the social world than is possible with more structured methods 
(Schutt, 2009) and it permits one to understand the world as seen by the respondents and 
deepen one’s understanding of individual variation (Patton, 1990). The idea behind 
qualitative research is to purposefully select participants that will best help the researcher 
understand the problem and the research question (Creswell, 2003). Accounting Heads of 
Schools in all Australian universities are selected for this research because they are the main 
strategic people in this area. They are the key decision-making people who control budgets 
and resource allocation within the school and their perceptions will drive any change in 
accounting pedagogy and curriculum. Their opinions are therefore important to provide 
insights into issues in Accounting WIL programs before and after implementation. 
Patton (1990) outlined two further issues related to qualitative research. First, the 
qualitative approach is especially appropriate for developing, innovating, or changing 
programs where the focus is on program improvement, facilitating more effective 
implementation, and exploring a variety of effects on participants. This can be particularly 
important early in the life of a program or at major points of transition (Patton, 1990). In this 
study, WIL programs in Accountancy courses are emerging and developing and are generally 
seen to be innovative. Facilitating more effective implementation and exploring a variety of 
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effects on participants are important aspects of this study. Second, qualitative strategies are 
particularly appropriate for “evaluating individualized outcomes, developing unique case 
studies of people and programs, and documenting the local diversity within national or state 
wide programs” (Patton, 1990, p. 104):  
“Because it is impossible to anticipate in advance how programs will adapt 
to local conditions, needs, and interests, it is impossible to anticipate what 
standardized quantities could be used to capture the essence of each 
program’s implementation, therefore the methods used to study 
implementation must be open-ended, discovery-oriented, and capable of 
describing developmental processes and program changes” (Patton, 1990, p. 
106). 
 
Open-ended questions are helpful to the researcher for gaining insight into the 
behaviour of a particular group being studied (Black & Champion, 1976). The purpose of 
gathering responses to open-ended questions is to enable the researcher to understand and 
capture the points of view of other people without predetermining those points of view 
through prior selection of questionnaire categories (Patton, 1990). The task for the qualitative 
researcher is to provide a framework within which people can respond in a way that 
represents accurately and thoroughly their points of view about the world, or that part of the 
world about which they are talking, for example, their experience with a particular program 
being evaluated (Patton, 1990). 
Due to time and cost constraints, a questionnaire was used as the data collection 
instrument to find out respondents’ perceptions on issues relating to WIL implementation in 
Accounting schools in Australian universities. There are distinct advantages in using a 
questionnaire rather than an interview. Questionnaires are less expensive and time-consuming 
than interviews and they are also easier to administer than personal interviews (Leary, 2012). 
Further, questionnaires can be group administered and they allow participants to be assured 
that their responses to a questionnaire will be anonymous, so that participants may be more 
honest on questionnaires than in interviews (Leary, 2012).  
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For these reasons, the researcher chose an exploratory research methodology and 
designed a mainly open-ended questionnaire instrument to assess the perceptions of 
Accounting Heads of Schools regarding the implementation issues and obstacles of WIL 
programs in universities throughout Australia.  
4.3.2 Research population and data sources 
 
A ‘population’ is the complete group of elements to which one wishes to generalise 
findings (Reis & Judd, 2000). A nationwide population of Australian universities was chosen 
to receive an emailed questionnaire for this study. All Accounting Heads of Schools in 39 
Australian universities were invited to participate (see Table 4.2). This is a census study as 
everybody in the population of interest is surveyed. The population is indicated below and 
was developed from Mapping Australian Higher Education (Norton, 2013). Only Accounting 
Heads of Schools were included for the purposes of this questionnaire as they are the major 
strategic decision-makers in this area. Their responses are important in order to obtain a 
comprehensive insight into this type of learning.  
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Table 4.2 
Population of Australian universities by type  
Name of University*^  
Group of Eight6 (Go8) Regional Universities Network (RUN) 
Australian National University Central Queensland University 
Monash University Southern Cross University 
The University of Adelaide University of Ballarat* 
The University of New South Wales University of New England 
The University of Melbourne University of Southern Queensland 
The University of Sydney University of the Sunshine Coast 
The University of Queensland Other Universities 
The University of Western Australia Australian Catholic University 
Australian Technology Network of Universities 
(ATNU) 
Charles Sturt University 
Curtin University of Technology Bond University 
Queensland University of Technology Deakin University 
RMIT University Edith Cowan University 
University of South Australia Macquarie University 
University of Technology, Sydney Swinburne University of Technology 
Innovative Research Universities of Australia (IRUA) University of Canberra 
Charles Darwin University  University of Notre Dame, Australia 
Flinders University University of Tasmania 
Griffith University University of Wollongong 
James Cook University University of Western Sydney 
La Trobe University Victoria University 
Murdoch University  
The University of Newcastle  
Source: Norton (2013) Mapping Australian higher education 
*University of Ballarat was renamed to Federation University in 2013, - refer to “Amendment (Federation University Australia) 
Bill 2013”. 
^ MCD University of Divinity was deleted from the university list as it does not offer an accounting degree. This university was not 
included in the study. 
                                                             
6 The Group of Eight (Go8) is a coalition of leading Australian universities, comprehensive in general and 
professional education and distinguished by depth and breadth in research. (Group of Eight Australia: 
https://go8.edu.au/) 
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4.3.3 Reliability and validity 
 
Well-designed questionnaires are those that are both reliable and valid (Berdie et al., 
1986). The reliability and validity of questionnaire data depend to a considerable extent on 
the technical proficiency of those designing the questionnaire and it is important to ensure 
questions are not incomprehensible or ambiguous (Robson, 2011). A threat to ‘internal 
validity’ is not obtaining valid information about the respondents and what they are thinking 
or feeling (Robson, 2011). A valid questionnaire consists of ‘valid items’ that individually 
stimulate accurate, relevant data and a reliable questionnaire is one that consists of ‘reliable 
items’ where each item consistently conveys the same meaning to all people in the population 
being surveyed (Berdie, Anderson & Niebuhr, 1986). According to Suskie (1996), a perfectly 
reliable questionnaire elicits consistent responses. Although it is difficult to develop, it is 
reasonable to design a questionnaire that approaches a consistent level of response. 
Denscombe (2010) pointed out that it is important that each person who answers the 
particular questionnaire reads an identical set of questions. This allows for consistency and 
precision in terms of the wording of the questions and makes the processing of the answers 
easier (Denscombe, 2010).  
Leary (2012, pp. 81-82) offers seven guidelines for designing a useful questionnaire: 
1. Be specific and precise in phrasing the items; 
2. Write the items as simply as possible, avoiding difficult words, unnecessary jargon, 
and cumbersome phrases; 
3. Avoid making unwarranted assumptions about the respondents; 
4. Conditional information should precede the key idea of the item; 
5. Do not use double-barrelled questions (questions than task more than one question 
but provide the respondent with the opportunity for only one response); 
6. Choose an appropriate response format; and 
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7. Pretest the items. 
Careful consideration was given to all these guidelines and a pilot test was 
conducted to test the questionnaire questions. The researcher asked a group of people, 
including the research supervisor and a group of research students in Accountancy, to check 
questions in the designed questionnaire for understanding. The questionnaire was also 
reviewed and approved by the supervisor of this research project. These procedures resulted 
in the questionnaire used in this study. Contacting potential respondents in advance, 
especially where the contact involves a personalised form of message in which people are 
greeted by name (see Appendix A as an example) is likely to boost the response rate for 
questionnaires (Denscombe, 2010). Also a planned follow-up of non-responses (see Appendix 
B and C as examples) enhances the response rate by containing a powerful form of implicit 
personalisation (Dillman, 2000). Securing involvement is also in part a technical matter in 
that a poorly designed and lengthy questionnaire in a busy time for respondents is unlikely to 
get a good response (Robson, 2011). Robson (2011) indicates that by providing all 
respondents with the same standardised questions, carefully worded after piloting, it is 
possible to obtain a high reliability of responses. 
4.3.4 Instrumentation 
 
A self-report online written questionnaire was developed and used in this study to 
ascertain respondents' perceptions regarding the importance of WIL, its nature and issues of 
implementation, as well as the challenges that prevent them from implementing this program. 
According to Dawson (2009), open-ended questionnaires are used to find out what people 
think about a service and enable respondents to raise new issues. Respondents tend to feel 
that they have been able to speak their mind in open-ended questionnaires and they can be 
used to find out all the possible responses from these respondents (Dawson, 2009). For this 
reason, almost all of the questions in the questionnaire are open-ended. However, it was 
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decided that one question should be a ranking question. Ranking questions allow the 
respondent to differentiate the importance of each answer (Reis & Judd, 2000). The literature 
gave guidance as to possible challenges, and ranking the options would enable data to be 
collected from each respondent about the relative importance of each of these challenges. 
The Internet provides a fast and cheap alternative to traditional types of surveys 
(Couper, 2000) and these can be conducted via email (Denscombe, 2010). A web based 
questionnaire via the Internet using emails also increases the feasibility of censuses as many 
people are easy to contact via the Internet (Robson, 2011) and email surveys are already 
being used extensively for surveying geographically dispersed general populations (Dillman, 
2000). Internet surveys do not appear to have any significant distorting impact on the nature 
of the information that is provided by respondents and evidence suggests that there is little or 
no difference between the modes of delivery (Denscombe, 2006). The problem of securing a 
high degree of involvement by respondents to a questionnaire is more intractable when it is 
carried out by post or the Internet (Robson, 2011). 
As previously mentioned, the constructed questionnaire was piloted to test if it was 
obtaining the required data. A group of people who had not been involved in the construction 
of the questionnaire were asked to read it through and check if there were any ambiguities. 
Questions were altered according to feedback about the length, structure and wording of the 
questionnaire from the pilot test. To increase the response rate, several techniques were used 
(Dawson, 2009): the questionnaire was well constructed and well laid out; it was in a clear, 
concise and uncluttered form; the instructions were straightforward and realistic about how 
long it would take to complete; the respondents were informed of their importance for this 
research and the handling of the research results; respondents were notified of the potential 
benefits of the research results; and a follow-up email and duplicate questionnaire were sent 
for non-response.   
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This questionnaire included four sections dealing with demographic information, 
questions relating to how the Accounting Heads of Schools perceive WIL programs in 
general, challenges that prevent them from implementing a WIL program, and what are the 
existing WIL programs in their schools and the associated respective characteristics. The 
questionnaire is shown in Appendix D. The questionnaire items in this study were developed 
as a result of an analysis of previous studies, discussions with practitioners (and my 
supervisor) in the field, and a review of the literature. These links to the conceptual 
framework are shown in Tables 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5, which present detailed questions for each 
section of the questionnaire. Each question is described with its particular question focus and 
the references to back up the source of the question. References to back up these questions 
include Billett (2011), Billett and Henderson (2011), Brown (2010), McLennan and Keating 
(2008), Orrell (2011), Patrick et al. (2008) and Smith et al. (2009). The details of each section 
are: 
Background Information. Questions enquire about the position of the respondent, the 
name of the respondent’s university, and whether the respondent agrees to reveal the name of 
the university due to confidentiality/anonymity. 
General Questions. Questions 1-3 address the perceptions of respondents about 
selected issues relating to the value and importance of a WIL program. Question 4 examined 
how respondents perceive the assessment method of a WIL program. Question 5 surveyed the 
perceptions of respondents on the timing of a WIL program. These are general perceptions 
about WIL regardless of whether universities have a WIL program or not. The links to the 
conceptual framework are shown in Table 4.3. 
  
72 
Table 4.3 
Questionnaire instrument – general questions 
General Questions  
(Questions 1 - 5) 
Focus of 
Question 
Conceptual Framework 
Reference in Chapter 3 
1. Do you think WIL should be an important part 
of a university Accountancy course? Why? 
Importance McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
2. Work experience prior to graduation has not 
been compulsory in accounting education 
whereas it has in other professions such as 
teaching, health sciences and built 
environment.  Why do you think this is the 
case? 
Compulsory/  
Non Compulsory  
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
3. If an Accountancy WIL program was offered at 
your university, should the program be a 
compulsory part of a university accounting 
course or an elective? Why? 
Compulsory/ 
elective 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
4. If an Accountancy WIL program was offered at 
your university, should it be formally assessed 
by the university, that is, the students obtain 
credit? Why? 
Formally assessed/ 
obtain credit 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Smith et al. (2009) 
Orrell (2011) 
5. If an Accountancy WIL program was offered at 
your university, should the program be at the 
beginning, middle and/or end of the course? 
Why? 
Beginning/ 
middle/end 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
Question 6 is a diagnostic question that asks respondents whether they have an 
Accountancy WIL program. 
Questions for Universities without an Accountancy WIL Program. Question 7 is a 
ranking question and addresses issues relating to challenges respondents perceive to be the 
most important reasons for not implementing WIL in their Accountancy degree. Question 8 
invited open-ended responses to explore further explanations for the top three selected 
challenges. The links to the conceptual framework are shown in Table 4.4.   
 Questions for Universities with an Accountancy WIL Program. Questions 9-11 
address issues regarding WIL implementation for up to three selected types of WIL 
programs7. Issues include timing, length, assessment method, structure, student and employer 
                                                             
7 Following Smith et al. (2009), six different models of Work-Integrated Learning are selected in this study and 
mentioned in the questionnaire. 
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Table 4.4 
Questionnaire instrument – challenges of a WIL program 
Universities with No Accountancy WIL 
Program (Question 7 and 8) 
Focus of Question Conceptual Framework 
Reference in Chapter 3 
If you do not have an Accountancy WIL program, 
please rank the challenges below in order of what 
you perceive to be the most important reasons why 
you have not implemented WIL in your 
Accountancy degree. Rank your responses 1-6. 
  
• Lack of participating employers Employer/Partnership  McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
• Lack of interested staff in WIL Staff/Resource Patrick et al. (2008) 
• Lack of recognition and reward for this type of 
initiative 
Recognition, Reward/ 
Resource 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Smith et al. (2009) 
• Lack of effective programs that act as models 
for other universities to follow 
Effective program 
models/Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
• Inflexibility of university timetables in 
enabling students to spend appropriate time in 
the workplace 
Inflexible timetable/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Brown (2010) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
• Lack of space in the course Course space/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
• Too costly to implement Too costly/Resource  McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Orrell (2011) 
• Workload of academic staff is too high Workload/Resource McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Brown (2010) 
Billett (2011) 
• Time taken to develop and evaluate 
curriculum for WIL 
Time for development, 
Evaluate WIL/Resource 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Brown (2010) 
Billett (2011) 
• WIL is not a priority in this School WIL priority/ 
Curriculum 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
• Implementing WIL is problematic as it is the 
opposite of what should constitute higher 
education 
Opposite to Higher 
Education  purpose/ 
Curriculum 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
• Other (please specify) Multiple  - 
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participation rates, and challenges faced while implementing the programs. The links to the 
conceptual framework are shown in Table 4.5. 
Question 12 seeks any other comments from respondents. 
Table 4.5 
Questionnaire instrument – WIL programs 
Universities with Accountancy WIL 
Programs (Question 9 - 11) 
Focus of Question Conceptual Framework 
Reference in Chapter 3 
Please answer for each selected type of WIL 
program 
  
I. When is this WIL program done by the 
students (at the beginning, middle and/or 
end of the course)? 
WIL timing/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
II. What is the length of the WIL program (in 
weeks)? 
WIL length/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
III. Do the students get credit for this WIL 
program? Y/N   If so, how many credit 
points? 
Credit points/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
IV. Is the WIL program compulsory, elective 
or voluntary? 
Compulsory, elective, 
voluntary/ Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
V. Are the students paid or unpaid? Paid, unpaid/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
VI. Briefly describe the pieces of assessment 
set by the university for this WIL program? 
Assessment/ 
Curriculum 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Patrick et al. (2008) 
Smith et al. (2009) 
Orrell (2011) 
VII. If credit is given, is the grading scale 
Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory or multiple 
grades eg 7-1 scale? 
Grading scale/ 
Curriculum 
Stanley (2013) 
 
VIII. For the academic year 2012, how many 
students participated in this WIL program? 
Student participation McLennan & Keating (2008) 
Billett & Henderson (2011) 
Smith et al. (2009) 
IX. For the academic year 2012, how many 
employer organisations participated in this 
WIL program? 
Employer 
participation/ 
Partnership 
McLennan & Keating (2008) 
X. Are there any challenges you face in 
implementing this particular WIL 
program? 
WIL challenges/ 
Challenges 
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Finally, the relationship of each questionnaire section to the research questions in 
this study is expressed in Table 4.6. 
Table 4.6 
Relationship of questionnaire items to the research questions 
Sections in Questionnaire Research Question Purposes 
A. Background information  Gather background 
information about position of 
the participant and the name of 
participant’s university 
B. General questions What is the role and extent of WIL in 
Accountancy courses/programs in 
Australian universities 
Obtain the perceptions of 
Accounting Heads of Schools 
on WIL in general 
C. Universities with No 
Accountancy WIL 
program 
Why have Australian Accountancy 
schools not implemented a WIL 
program 
Gather responses on 
challenges universities could 
encounter implementing a 
WIL program 
D. Universities with 
Accountancy WIL 
programs 
What is the nature of WIL programs 
offered by Australian universities 
Gather information about 
implementation of up to three 
selected WIL programs in the 
participants’ university 
 
4.3.5 Ethics clearance 
 
This study was approved by the QUT Human Research Ethics Committee after 
complying with ethical guidelines. Research instrumentation was administered to all 
participants following QUT ethics protocols. A copy of the Ethics Approval is shown in 
Appendix E. 
4.4 Data Collection Methods 
 
A cover letter (Appendix A) was sent by email in October 2013 by the researcher to 
each Accounting Head of School in 39 Australian universities accompanied by an online-
questionnaire link as well as an attached Word version of the questionnaire. The cover letter 
explained why the Accounting Head of School was receiving the invitation to participate, 
what participation involved, and researcher and ethic committee contact details. Recipients 
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were requested to complete the questionnaire (Appendix D) and to return it to the researcher 
as soon as possible. Eleven weeks later (from 1/10/2013 to 16/12/2013), an email reminder 
(Appendix B) was sent by the researcher to each recipient of the questionnaire. Twenty weeks 
following the date of the initial cover letter (from 1/10/2013 to 19/2/2014), a follow-up email 
(Appendix C) from the research supervisor was sent to all non-respondents. According to 
Suskie (1996), this timetable serves as a means of reminding recipients to complete the 
questionnaire without going to great expense. It also contributes to the likelihood of 
improving the initial response rate, which is generally less than 40 percent after the first 
emailing (Suskie, 1996). The final response rate for this questionnaire was 24 (61.5%). 
4.5 Methods of Analysis 
 
In this study, the major method of analysis is thematic analysis. Boyatzis (1998) 
referred to thematic analysis as: 
... a process for encoding qualitative information. The encoding requires an 
explicit ‘code’. This may be a list of themes; a complex model with themes, 
indicators, and qualifications that are causally related; or something in 
between these two forms. A theme is a pattern found in the information that 
at minimum describes and organizes the possible observations and at a 
maximum interprets aspects of the phenomenon (p. 4). 
 
Boyatzis (1998) also stated that thematic analysis can have a number of overlapping 
or alternative purposes: a way of seeing; a way of making sense out of seemingly unrelated 
material; a way of analysing qualitative information; a way of systematically observing a 
person, an interaction, a group, a situation, and organisation, or a culture; and a way of 
converting qualitative information into quantitative data. As a result, thematic analysis was 
used for the analysis of the qualitative data that was collected in this research, namely 
questionnaires.  
Thematic analysis was conducted on the questionnaire data according to the four 
stages outlined by Boyatzis (1998), which were: sensing themes (recognising the codable 
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moment); doing it reliably (encoding the codable moment consistently); developing codes; 
and interpreting the information and themes in the context of a theory or conceptual 
framework. These stages set out in the very broadest sense what the researcher should do to 
code and analyse the data. One of the crucial stages in this process is coding. Miles and 
Huberman (1994) stated that “coding is analysis”. 
“codes are tags or labels for assigning units for meaning to the descriptive or 
inferential information compiled during a study. Codes usually are attached 
to ‘chunks’ of varying size – words, phrases, sentences, or whole 
paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a specific setting… for our 
purposes it is not the words themselves but their meaning that matters” (p. 
56).  
 
This is also confirmed by Reis and Judd (2000) who recommend that responses to 
open-ended questions should be grouped into a relatively small number of categories and 
require a coding scheme to be developed for each open-ended question. Careful attention was 
therefore given to this crucial process. In this study, codes such as "Practical applications of 
knowledge learned", "Difficulty in finding placements" and "Traditional accounting 
education style" were developed as examples.  
Although Boyatzis (1998) provides the above overview of what the researcher 
should do, Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 77) wrote a paper specifically “to provide clear 
guidelines to those wanting to start thematic analysis, or conduct it in a more deliberate and 
rigorous way, and consider potential pitfalls in conducting thematic analysis”. These 
guidelines also provided the basis for conducting the thematic analysis of the data collected in 
this study. Identification of emergent themes was derived directly from the questionnaire 
responses, with previous literature determining the questions outlined in the questionnaire. 
The themes were determined by the researcher, revisited many times to ensure accuracy and 
then checked by the research supervisor. This ensured the accuracy of the themes and thus 
improved the validity of this study. 
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To aid the thematic analysis, the computer software Excel 2010 was used. As the 
number of responses was not very large, it was not difficult to collect similar responses and 
determine any differences. The initial coding included looking for themes previously 
developed and any other emerging patterns. When respondents referred to a theme different 
to previously developed themes, these responses were coded and collated together to form 
new themes. Various sub-themes within a theme became apparent and so these were also 
coded and the data collated. Also, there were certain dissenters from the general view, or 
comments that indicated that problems had occurred. These were also coded and collated. In 
this process, both patterns and dissenters were established. In addition, simple descriptive 
statistics were used to analyse responses from universities, their perceptions on general WIL 
issues and the ranking of challenges.  
The analysis also interprets the themes and ensures the findings are linked to the 
conceptual framework (Chapter 3) as outlined by Boyatzis (1998) previously. This is 
consistent with Wolcott (1994) who argues that qualitative research is fundamentally 
interpretive, including analysing data for themes or categories and finally making an 
interpretation. To differentiate universities in reporting the findings, each university that 
responded was given a letter from A-X (24 letters) as its identification.  
4.6 Summary 
 
The purpose of this chapter was to describe and justify the research methodology of 
this study, define the population, explain the procedure used in designing the instrument and 
collecting the data, and provide a description of the qualitative procedures used to analyse the 
data. 
The method was an exploratory qualitative study. Previous studies in WIL 
implementation issues and challenges were analysed and used as the basis for the 
development of a conceptual framework (Chapter 3), which guided the development of the 
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online questionnaire. Qualitative data was collected from Accounting Heads of Schools using 
a mainly open-ended online questionnaire, which also included one ranking question. Using a 
qualitative design involving thematic analysis, the data was used to test the relevance and 
strength of the conceptual framework developed and to make claims about accounting WIL 
implementation issues.  
Chapter 5 presents various themes resulting from the analysis of the data. Chapter 6 
analyses these themes and answers the three research questions, outlines what conclusions 
can be reached, and what implications and recommendations this has for the future of 
university professional accounting education.  
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CHAPTER 5  
FINDINGS 
5.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter presents the findings of the questionnaire inquiry into the perceptions of 
24 senior academics in Accounting schools in Australian universities. These findings revolve 
around the three research questions:  
• What is the role and extent of WIL in Accountancy courses/programs in Australian 
universities? 
 
• What is the nature of WIL programs in Australian universities? 
• Why have Australian Accountancy schools not implemented a WIL program? 
Section 5.2 explains the details of the respondents. Section 5.3 reports the results on 
the general perceptions about WIL and its relevant themes. Section 5.4 provides the results 
for the types of WIL programs in Accountancy courses and their characteristics. Section 5.5 
reports on the challenges identified by Australian Accountancy schools that have not 
implemented a WIL program. Sections 5.6 and 5.7 discuss WIL benefits and challenges 
respectively based on the findings. Finally, Section 5.8 summarises the results. 
5.2 Respondents 
 
There were 24 senior academics who responded to the questionnaires representing 
approximately 61.5% of the total 39 possible respondents. All Accounting Heads of Schools 
from 39 universities were surveyed with three (7.7%) indicating they did not want to 
participate, 12 (30.8%) not responding and 24 (61.5%) completing the questionnaire. The 
data collected from all these participants was predominately by way of open-ended questions 
and one ranking question based on a framework developed from previous research studies. 
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The themes and statistical data that evolved from the questionnaire will now be examined in 
the following sections.  
Of the 24 respondent universities, 3 (12.5%) were from Group of Eight (Go8) 
universities, 2 (8.33%) from Australian Technology Network of Universities (ATNU), 5 
(20.83%) from Innovative Research Universities of Australia (IRUA), 6 (25%) from the 
Regional University Network (RUN), and 8 (33.33%) were Other universities. These 
represent 3 out of 8 Group of Eight universities, 2 out of 5 ATNU universities, 5 out of 7 
IRUA universities, 6 out of 6 RUN universities and 8 out of 13 Other universities. IRUA and 
RUN universities present the highest response rate among all types of universities. This 
indicates the Innovative research universities and the Regional universities have a high 
interest in participating in this research and are very active in the WIL implementation 
process in their schools. Table 5.1 displays a breakdown of responses.  
Table 5.1 
Responses from universities 
Category Number of Responses Total Response Rate (%) 
Go8 3 8 37.5% 
ATNU 2 5 40.0% 
IRUA 5 7 71.4% 
RUN 6 6 100.0% 
Other 8 13 61.5% 
Total 24 39 61.5% 
 
Due to the confidentiality preferred by most respondents, each of these universities 
is indicated by an alphabetic letter respectively. Detailed information about each respondent 
university is disclosed in Appendix F. 
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Out of the 24 respondents who completed the questionnaire, 8 (33.33%) were 
Accounting Heads of Schools, 10 (41.67%) were Accounting Heads of Discipline and 6 
(25%) were Senior Academics in an Accounting Role. Five (20.83%) chose to make the name 
of their university public and 19 (79.17%) chose to respond anonymously. This indicates that 
although these universities across different university types were actively involved in this 
research, their hesitation to disclose their WIL implementation status in Accounting schools 
shows that anonymity was important. It should be noted that the majority of respondents were 
Accounting Heads of School and Accounting Heads of Discipline. However some 
universities do not have an Accounting Head of School or Discipline and as a result, 
responses were obtained from people in a Senior Academic Accounting Role. Because of this, 
the results and all references to the respondents will be reported in the remainder of this study 
as Senior Accounting Academics (SAAs).    
5.3 General Perceptions about WIL  
 
Five questions were asked about the role of WIL in Accountancy courses/programs 
in Australian universities (see Chapter 4 Table 4.3). These questions related to various aspects 
such as perceptions about the importance of WIL programs in an Accountancy course, why 
work experience prior to graduation has not been compulsory in accounting education 
whereas it has been in other disciplines, whether an Accountancy WIL program should be a 
compulsory or an elective part of a university accounting course, whether an Accountancy 
WIL program should be formally assessed by the university and whether students should 
obtain credit points for this program, and whether an Accountancy WIL program should be at 
the beginning, middle and/or end of the course. 
Data revealed that 20 of the 24 respondents (83.33%) perceived WIL programs to be 
an important part of a university Accountancy course, with 16 (66.67%) preferring the WIL 
program to be an elective rather than a compulsory unit in an accounting degree. In terms of 
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assessment, 20 (83.33%) believed the WIL program should be assessed. There were 
considerable differences in relation to when the WIL should take place, with 11 (45.83%) 
respondents suggesting the end of the accounting course, 4 (16.67%) suggesting the middle, 
and 7 (29.17%) stating both in the middle and at the end of the course. A summary of these 
findings is shown in Table 5.2. 
Table 5.2 
Summary of responses to various issues relating to perceptions of WIL programs in 
Accountancy* 
Issues Number of Respondents 
Q1: Importance  
• Important 20 (83.33%) 
• Not important 4 (16.67%) 
Q3: Compulsory/Elective Unit  
• Compulsory  8 (33.33%) 
• Elective 16 (66.67%) 
Q4: Assessment  
• Assessed 20 (83.33%) 
• Not assessed 3 (12.5%) 
• No response 1 (4.17%) 
Q5: Timing in Course  
• End 11 (45.83%) 
• Middle  4 (16.67%) 
• Middle and end 7 (29.17%) 
• Beginning and end  1 (4.17%) 
• Any time  1 (4.17%) 
 
*Question 2 was an open-ended question and therefore was not included in this table. 
 
Each of these issues will now be discussed in terms of the various evident themes.  
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a) Importance (Questionnaire Q1) 
Data revealed 20 respondents (83.33%) perceived WIL programs to be an important 
part of a university Accountancy course and gave positive reasons why a WIL program 
should be important. These 20 responses included 6 universities that had not implemented 
WIL. Four major sub-themes emerged from their responses: practical application of 
knowledge learned, professional/workplace opportunities, real world and authentic 
opportunities, and professional skills/soft skills. 
Many respondents (14) stated a WIL program gave students insight into practical 
applications of knowledge learned by providing them with opportunities to relate academic 
subject to work environments and to link theory to accounting practice.  
Accountancy is a vocational degree that students generally take with a 
view to working in the field. Working experience would help 
development of soft skills as well as give insight into practical 
applications. (University H)  
 
Students need to understand the work environments they are studying in 
academic subjects and apply this knowledge in organisational settings 
where they exercise appropriate professional judgement under 
supervision and work in allocated workplace teams. (University R) 
 
Because it is well known that accounting graduates ... have too much 
theory in their accounting degree and not enough accounting practice. 
(University W) 
 
Six respondents also recognised that WIL programs provided 
professional/workplace opportunities for students. Students received benefits of getting 
employment or jobs through their involvement in WIL programs.  
[A WIL program] Improves professional/workplace opportunities for 
students. (University A) 
 
Students mostly offered position from WIL. (University I) 
 
I think that it helps with employability for students (University N) 
 
It can also provide students with a competitive advantage in terms of 
seeking employment. (University S) 
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Five respondents stated that WIL programs provided real world and authentic 
experiences for students outside the classroom. 
[A WIL program] Increases authenticity for students as they complete 
their studies. (University L) 
 
Students are being prepared/developing into professional accountants 
and it is important that they 'get out of the classroom' and experience 
what occurs within a professional environment. (University P) 
 
The benefits of WIL are that students gain some real world experience 
and that it gives them some appreciation of the business sector. They 
make contacts and their experience is broadened beyond academic 
learning. (University X) 
 
Four respondents expected the WIL program to develop professional skills or soft 
skills for students. 
Working experience would help development of soft skills as well as 
give insight into practical applications. (University H) 
 
It can also enable students to develop generic skills such as working in 
teams as well as understand workplace cultures. (University S) 
 
A summary of these major sub-themes is shown in Table 5.3. 
Table 5.3 
Major sub-themes of WIL importance 
Major Sub-themes Number of Respondents 
Practical applications of knowledge learned 14 
Professional/workplace opportunities  6 
Real world and authentic experiences 5 
Professional skills or soft skills 4 
 
Respondents who stated a WIL program should be an important part of a university 
Accountancy course also suggested that WIL programs help students to understand the 
profession, facilitate the engagement between university and employers, assist in developing 
professional/workplace networks, enable the creation of new knowledge through the 
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application of existing knowledge to new problems, and enhance the reciprocal flow of 
knowledge and its application between the university and the workplaces or community 
settings in which students experience practice.  
Four respondents (16.67%) did not perceive WIL programs as important and gave 
feedback as to why WIL programs should not be an important part in an Accountancy course. 
Two universities with WIL programs gave the following reasons: 
There are number of practical difficulties associated with arranging it 
for all students. (University F) 
 
It depends - many students already work part- or full-time in 
accounting-related fields. For them WIL would not be important. 
However for others, a WIL opportunity would be useful if they intended 
to pursue accounting as a career. (University O) 
 
The other two universities without a WIL program gave reasons for why WIL is not 
important: 
While I think it could be very useful, I do not consider it crucial. 
(University D) 
 
Very costly to implement given the size of the cohort. CPA and CA 
programs intended to provide this transition. (University Q) 
 
Therefore, practical difficulties and students working in relevant fields led some 
universities with WIL programs to consider WIL as not being an important part of an 
Accountancy course; and universities without WIL consider it to be not crucial, too costly, or 
redundant in the light of CPA and CA programs. 
b) Compulsory/elective unit (Questionnaire Q2 and Q3) 
In response to Question 3, eight (33.33%) respondents suggested that a WIL 
program should be compulsory in an accounting degree and 16 (66.67%) recommended that a 
WIL program should be an elective. Those 8 respondents supporting WIL as compulsory all 
perceived a WIL program as important with two of them not having a WIL program in their 
school. This may indicate that those who have a WIL program and perceive WIL to be 
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important also suggest WIL should be compulsory, whilst universities without a WIL 
program may support it as being compulsory but with difficulties to be investigated. 
Three respondents who wanted a WIL program to be compulsory noted the 
difficulty in finding placements due to the lack of willing employers. Details of challenges 
in finding placements are explained in Section 5.7. 
Compulsory would be ideal but without significant support from 
accountants in government, commerce and public practice this is 
unrealistic. (University E) 
 
Practical issues were another problem for these respondents. In particular, 
organising WIL was problematic.  
It would be nice for all students to have to do it but the reality is that it 
is difficult to find enough work placements as well as the administrative 
burden a mandatory program would provide. (University X) 
 
Respondents who preferred a WIL program to be compulsory also concluded that 
WIL was an essential part of developing as a professional accountant and that it enabled 
students to develop a sense of professional responsibility. Positive comments included that a 
WIL program provided practical experience, it encouraged students to take “ownership” of 
the subject/program, and it could improve both student participation and motivation.  Another 
problem was that funding for WIL was not sufficient.  
For respondents who supported an elective WIL program, the difficulty in finding 
placements due to a lack of employers and a large number of students was also reported as 
problematic. There were also the practical issues in organising WIL.   
An elective due to the logistics of finding placements for all students 
including the visa restrictions on international students. (University G) 
 
Elective because it is difficult to find suitable placements for all 
students. The supply is too limited. (University I) 
 
Elective. As mentioned above, there are practical difficulties with 
organising such a program for ALL students. What if a suitable 
workplace cannot be found for some students? (University F) 
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Elective. Difficulty in organizing suitable placements; costs of 
organisation; competitive issues. (University H) 
 
For practical reasons it probably has to remain an elective. Finding 
and/or organizing WIL for large numbers of students may not be 
possible or practicable. (University N) 
 
Respondents reported several reasons as to why WIL should not be compulsory in 
accounting education. Six respondents (25%) revealed large numbers of students in 
accounting programs was the problem. The volume of accounting students (including 
international student) makes it difficult.  
Accounting programs have large numbers of students. It is perceived 
that it would be difficult to find placements for them all. (University A) 
 
The issue is the sheer number of students, especially international 
students, and the practical problems of finding and supervising so many 
places. (University J) 
 
Four respondents acknowledged resources were intensive for universities in 
implementing a WIL program. Some indicated this is why it was not compulsory in 
accounting education compared to other disciplines. In particular, the cost of implementation 
and the time required for WIL were high. 
Funding- WIL is costly to implement as a compulsory element, large 
cohort, many international students. (University Q) 
 
Our university has more than 60% of its student load studying part-time 
and by distance education. Nearly all of these students are working in 
various para-professional accounting roles. Requiring work experience 
is not appropriate given our student cohort. An additional issue is the 
relatively high cost associated with finding and managing work 
placements for universities where students are dispersed around the 
country and many also are studying from international locations. 
(University R) 
 
Decades of refusing to fund accounting studies, only to rob them of the 
fees they deliver and use to cross-subsidise other courses. (University 
U) 
 
Four respondents acknowledged the intensive use of resources for employers to 
take students in WIL programs. Employers were not willing to take students due to their cost 
and time constraints.  
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The accounting profession is not prepared to take on the number of 
accounting undergraduates due to the time and cost involved. 
(University E) 
 
Accountants are very busy and costs and time for the practitioners is 
not attractive for them. (University I) 
 
Time is money in the profession and the cost of training a person for a 
short-term WIL unit does not provide a reasonable return. (University 
K) 
 
Too costly and accounting firms are very busy and do not have the 
resources to have hundreds of students to supervise for a semester. 
(University W) 
 
Four respondents stated a WIL program was not perceived to be compulsory in 
accounting courses because of the traditional accounting education style: 
Perhaps it is historical - in the past accountants learned "on the job" and 
sat exams set by the professional bodies. (University F) 
 
Traditionally accounting has been viewed as 'on-the-job' learning. 
Graduates have extra mentored training (with CPA or ICAA) before 
gaining a professional qualification. This may mean that prior work 
experience/placement was not considered necessary. (University X) 
 
A summary of these major sub-themes is displayed in Table 5.4. 
Table 5.4 
Major sub-themes for WIL as a compulsory/elective unit 
Major Sub-themes Number of Respondents 
Large numbers of students  6 
Practical issues  5 
Resources were intensive for universities 4 
Intensive use of resources for employers 4 
Traditional accounting education style 4 
Difficulty in finding placements 3 
Professional responsibility 2 
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Other factors identified by respondents who argued for an elective unit were: 
• there is pre-requisite for WIL as students must meet a threshold GPA and are 
interviewed before their WIL is approved. Making WIL compulsory would mean 
that these rules could not be applied; 
• for part time students they may be gaining relevant experience through part time 
work; 
• students should be given choice as there is not one best way to study accounting; 
• curriculum is crowded as there is no space for further extensions to the major; 
• regional concerns as it is difficult to place all students in the relatively small number 
of accounting firms in town; 
• it is resource intensive for employers due to costs of organisation; and 
• employers would have to offer WIL programs to all universities in the same city to 
avoid claims of favouritism. 
Finally, respondents to Question 2 about why work experience prior to graduation 
has not been compulsory in accounting education whereas it has in other professions 
indicated the following: 
• graduates have CPA and CA training programs before gaining a professional 
qualification, therefore WIL program is considered not necessary; 
• lack of accounting public sector employers to participate in WIL programs 
compared to other disciplines such as nursing, medicine and teaching; 
• international students are problematic in finding and supervising placements; 
• work experience in the accounting profession may be perceived as ‘low risk’ in 
terms of harm to humans (Health and Safety) compared to other professions, 
therefore, a WIL program in accounting is not considered compulsory; 
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• curriculum in accounting is already crowded and there is an aversion to extend it 
further with a compulsory WIL course; 
• many accounting firms that take on graduates have their own training programs; 
• a WIL program is not mandated by the accounting professional bodies; 
• there is a need for a level of skill development before work is possible; and 
• some students are already working in various para-professional accounting roles. 
c) Assessment (Questionnaire Q4) 
Data revealed that 20 (86.96%) respondents suggested that a WIL program should be 
assessed (see Table 5.2). Most (18 out of 20) also perceived WIL as important and had 
assessment (14 out of 20) for their programs. Six respondents (one from Go8, one from 
ATNU, two from RUN and two from the Other universities category) stated the assessment of 
a WIL program in an accounting degree improved the quality of the program. They 
emphasised the nature of a WIL program is more than just work experience but a learning 
experience that should be quantified via assessment. 
Program should have quantifiable outcomes to be of the most use. 
Internship would be more valuable than just work experience. 
(University H) 
 
Ideally it should not just be work experience but rather experience 
which is then assessed in some form in order to use it as a learning 
experience. As such it should have some credit attached. (University N) 
 
Formal assessment reinforces the importance of such opportunity and 
through credit emphasises the holistic nature of an accounting 
education. (University P) 
 
Six respondents argued that assessment of a WIL program improved a student’s 
commitment to the program and so the students took the program seriously.  
So that students treat the placement seriously, it is given some 
legitimacy (makes it official) and so that it appears on the student’s 
academic record/transcript. (University X) 
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Six respondents recommended that a WIL program be part of the academic program 
in an accounting degree because it was an important part of the student’s learning process. 
They believed it contributed to the development of learning objectives and appropriate 
harvesting of the learning, so it should be assessed and accredited.  
WIL is intended to reinforce the value of academic studies, provide 
opportunities for applying such knowledge to practical situations and 
develop work-readiness. It is an academic program, not a work 
experience program. Accordingly, it should be assessed, and the student 
should obtain credit. (University A) 
 
A summary of these major sub-themes is displayed in Table 5.5. 
Table 5.5 
Major sub-themes of WIL assessment 
Major Sub-themes Number of Respondents 
Improved quality of program 6 
Student’s commitment to program 6 
Part of the student’s learning process 6 
 
Other reasons for why a WIL program should be assessed included:  
• it improves student awareness of the associated skills, develops work-readiness and 
assists student in career development; 
• it provides opportunities for applying knowledge to practical situations; 
• it allows the university to manage employer expectations; and 
• it provides value for the initiative. 
Three (13.04%) respondents preferred that WIL not be assessed or accredited in an 
accounting degree and two of them stated that it depended on the WIL type.  
It depends on the type of WIL. If it is project based it should be 
assessed. However if it is merely observing /participating in daily work 
activities then assessment would not be appropriate. (University O) 
 
My answer really depends on the form of the WIL and what is meant by 
'program'.  Placement courses for credit already exist but other forms of 
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WIL, like internships, are not for credit. Any such program would have 
to be considered in light of existing program outcomes/graduate 
attributes. (University Q) 
 
d) Timing of WIL program (Questionnaire Q5) 
Eleven (45.83%) respondents suggested a WIL program should be at the end of the 
Accountancy course, 4 (16.67%) respondents said in the middle, 7 (29.17%) stated it should 
be both in the middle and at the end of the course, 1 (4.17%) respondent preferred it to be 
both in the beginning and at the end of accounting course, and 1 (4.17%) respondent stated it 
could be at any time that suits the student’s program. Their perceptions about the timing of a 
WIL program were consistent to the timing of their actual implementation of WIL (see Table 
5.2) 
Respondents who preferred a WIL program to be at the end of the course reported 
that a major concern (9 out of 20 respondents) was the knowledge base students are taking 
into the work environment. They argued students had enough technical knowledge and 
generic skills as well as a deeper understanding of the discipline at the end of course to be 
useful and to add value for the employer. 
WIL programs should be included at least in the second half of the 
degree and preferably in the final year of the program. The reason for 
this is that for students to benefit from WIL they need to have a 
knowledge base they are taking into the work environment. They need to 
be able to apply this knowledge to solve business problems and they 
need to have the ability to contribute to the organisational performance 
of the entity where the WIL takes place. (University R) 
 
Toward the end, as the student would have better pre-requisite 
knowledge so as to enable them to undertake the work required and to 
add value for the employer. They also have a greater level of maturity. 
(University K) 
 
Another reason for WIL to be at the end of the course was so that students can 
apply what was learned. 
Near the end - that way students can apply what they have learned. 
(University F) 
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Also, a semester long placement should be offered in the final year of 
the degree when the students have more accounting knowledge that they 
can apply in the workplace. (University M) 
 
A summary of these major sub-themes is displayed in Table 5.6. 
Table 5.6 
Major sub-themes of WIL timing (towards end of course) 
Major Sub-themes Number of Respondents 
Knowledge base students are taking into 
the work environment 
9 
Students can apply what was learned 7 
 
Other reasons supporting WIL program to be at the end of the course included: 
• students have a deeper understanding of the discipline towards the end of their 
program; 
• insufficient knowledge base in earlier years; 
• WIL program toward the end can act as a bridge between study and work to bring 
more traction with theoretical and conceptual learning; 
• students would have a recent experience to talk about in job interviews and a useful 
reference from the organisation; 
• students are more motivated to perform well given their imminent graduation and 
job search; and 
• students have a more holistic view of the work experience they gain. 
Similar reasons were also given for those who chose a WIL program to be in the 
middle of the course. In addition, one respondent suggested a WIL program should be in the 
middle to end of the course. 
Middle to End - depending on the intent of WIL. If the intent was for 
students to experience WIL with follow up learning drawing on 
experiences then somewhere in the middle to end (once student has a 
sufficient foundation in accounting learning and knowledge to 
maximise academic benefit from WIL). In my view should not be last 
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unit in course as opportunity should exist for in-course follow up to 
experience - should not be seen as a stand-alone 'add-on'. (University 
P) 
 
There was only one respondent who suggested that a WIL program be placed at the 
beginning (and also the end): 
I think it would be worthwhile offering a short WIL placement in the 
first year of the degree to introduce students to the practical world of 
accounting ... (University M) 
 
In summary, over 80% of respondents stated that WIL should be an important part of 
a university Accountancy course; that it should be assessed; and it should be in the middle 
and/or end of the program. However, because of the difficulties associated with running a 
WIL program, 66.7% argued it should not be compulsory but an elective unit.  
5.4 Types of WIL Programs in Accountancy Courses 
 
Of the 24 respondents, 16 (66.67%) stated that their school has some forms of 
Accountancy WIL program. Each participant was asked to describe the top three forms of 
WIL offered at their university based on six different types of WIL selected from Smith et al. 
(2009). Their answers provided insights into the nature of Accountancy WIL programs 
offered throughout Australia. As shown in Table 5.7, respondents reported 8 forms of WIL 
programs in their Accounting schools, namely Work Placement, Internship, Industry Project, 
Co-operative Education, International Accounting Study Program, Casual/Part 
time/Voluntary WIL program, Work Experience/Vacation Work and Reverse Mapping WIL. 
A Work Placement was the most popular with 8 universities from 4 different 
university types offering this form of WIL. Internships were offered by 4 universities in 3 
different types and an Industry Project was used by 3 universities in 3 different types. This 
shows that the Work Placement and the Internship were the most popular forms of WIL in 
Accounting schools in Australian universities. 
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Table 5.7 
Summary of forms of WIL program in Accountancy schools and the number and types of 
universities offering those forms 
WIL Program Form Number of Universities University Type 
Work Placement 8 1 Go8 university 
1 ATNU university 
3 IRUA universities 
3 RUN universities 
Internship 4 1 IRUA university 
1 RUN university 
2 OTHER universities 
Industry Project 3 1 Go8 university 
1 IRUA university 
1 OTHER university 
Co-operative Education 2 2 OTHER universities 
International Accounting Study Program 1 1 Go8 university 
Casual/Part time/Voluntary WIL program  2 1 Go8 university 
1 OTHER university 
Work Experience/Vacation Work 1 1 OTHER university 
Reverse Mapping WIL 1 1 IRUA university 
 
The forms of WIL program could be overlapping, i.e. each university could choose 
more than one form of WIL program. As shown in Table 5.8, 1 university implemented three 
forms of WIL program in their Accounting school, 4 universities implemented two forms of 
WIL program, and 11 universities implemented only one form of accounting WIL program. 
This indicates that most Accounting schools implemented only one WIL program. 
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Table 5.8 
Universities and forms of WIL program implemented 
Total 
Number of 
Universities  
Number of 
Universities 
Number of Forms 
of WIL Program 
Implemented 
Forms of WIL Program University 
Type 
1 1 3 Internship (1) 
Industry Project (1) 
Work Experience/Vacation Work (1) 
OTHER 
university 
4 1 2 Work Placement (1) 
Casual/Part Time/Voluntary WIL (1) 
Go8 university 
1 2 Industry Project (1) 
International Accounting Study 
Program (1) 
Go8 university 
1 2 Internship (1) 
Reverse Mapping WIL (1) 
IRUA 
university 
1 2 Co-operative Education (1) 
Casual/Part Time/Voluntary WIL 
program (1) 
OTHER 
university 
11 7 1 Work Placement (7) 3 IRUA 
3 RUN 
1 ATNU 
2 1 Internship (2) 1 RUN 
1 OTHER 
1 1 Industry Project (1) 1 IRUA 
1 1 Co-operative Education (1) 1 OTHER 
 
5.4.1 Work Placement 
 
The first major type of WIL was a Work Placement, with 8 universities reporting 
they had this in their Accounting school. The characteristics that make up this type of WIL 
are shown in Table 5.9. 
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Table 5.9 
Work Placement program characteristics of 8 universities 
Length of Work Placement Program  Credit 
points 
Compulsory/ 
Elective/ 
Voluntary 
Paid/ 
Unpaid 
Timing Assessment Grading Scale 
24 weeks 
(2 terms, full-time) 
12 Elective Paid Middle and 
end 
Written report 
Supervisor report  
(Supervisor feedback) 
Preparation course  
Satisfactory/ 
Unsatisfactory 
1 semester 
 
10 Compulsory Unpaid End Project 
Reflection 
Presentation 
7-1 
13 weeks 
Part time 
(13 days over 13 weeks) 
10 Elective Unpaid End Written Proposal 
Presentation 
Reflection 
Supervisor report  
(Supervisor feedback) 
Written report 
7-1 
10 weeks 
Part time or full time, up to workplace 
1 course Elective Unpaid Middle Written Proposal 
Presentation 
Reflection 
Written report 
7-1 
10 weeks 
Part time (2 days per week over 10 weeks, total 150 
hours) 
4.5 (1 topic) Elective Unpaid Middle Reflection 
Supervisor report  
(Supervisor feedback) 
7-1 
8-10 weeks 
3 days per week over 10 weeks 
1 unit Elective Unpaid Middle Reflection 
Presentation 
7-1 
5 week 
Full time (or 10 weeks part time) 
15 (1 unit) Elective Paid End Presentation  
Written report 
 
7-1 
13 days 
Full time 
12 Elective Unpaid Middle and 
end 
Presentation 
Supervisor report 
Written report 
Satisfactory/ 
Unsatisfactory 
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The length of the Work Placements generally ranged from 5 weeks full time (or 10 
weeks part time) to 24 weeks (2 terms, full time).  There was only one short program that 
consisted of 13 days (full time). All students in these 8 universities obtained credit points for 
their Work Placement. Most universities (7) had the placement as an elective and one 
university had this program as a compulsory unit, although this program was in its infancy. 
Most universities (6) had an unpaid program with two universities offering a paid placement. 
In regard to timing, this program was offered in the middle of the course (3 universities), at 
the end of the course (3 universities), and in the middle and at the end of the course (2 
universities). 
In terms of assessment, there was a great variety with respondents describing seven 
types. These included a preparation course, written proposal, project, presentation, reflection, 
written report and supervisor report. The most common pieces of assessments were a 
presentation (6), reflection (5), written report (5), supervisor report (4), written proposal (2), 
preparation course (1) and project (1). With regard to grading scales, most universities (6) 
used multiple grades involving a 7-1 scale with only two universities using a 
Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory scale. 
The number of students who participated in a Work Placement in the 2012 academic 
year was very small ranging from fewer than 5 to 67.  The number of employer organisations 
who participated in the Work Placement in the 2012 academic year was also small ranging 
from 9 to 39. The Work Placement with the shortest length (13 days) had the highest 
participation of student and employer organisations with 67 and 39 respectively. This might 
imply that a shorter WIL program was more welcomed by both students and employers. It 
reinforces Stanley's (2013) conclusion that a short program can be effective.  
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Challenges that these respondents faced in implementing a Work Placement program 
included:  
• eligibility rules restrict the opportunity for all students to participate (minimum 
credit points, pre-requisite unit and minimum of GPA);  
• students already working in an accounting environment who could complete a 
project with their current employer;  
• lack of student interest due to performing for an employer in an unknown 
environment and to an unknown standard being daunting to many students;  
• lack of part-time and distance student interest;  
• supply of placements from employers/organisations in particular getting sufficient 
appropriate quality placement opportunities from a regional community; and  
• lack of administrative support.  
5.4.2 Internship 
 
The second most prevalent type of accounting WIL program was an Internship, 
where there were four programs that varied in length from 3 weeks to 12 weeks. All four 
offered the Internship as unpaid and as an elective unit for credit using a 7-1 grading scale 
with assessments being a presentation (2), reflection (2), written report (3), a supervisor 
report (1) and written proposal (1). One university had the Internship in the middle of the 
course, 2 universities had this program at the end of the course and 1 university had this 
program both in the middle and at the end of the course. 
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The number of students who participated in the Internship program in the 2012 
academic year was very small, ranging from 1 to 25. The number of employer organisations 
who participated in the 2012 academic year was also small from 1 to 25 employers being 
involved. The Internship involving 2 days per week for 13 weeks had the highest 
participation of students and employer organisations with each of 25 respectively being 
involved. 
The challenges faced included finding adequate Internship placements and 
employers, finding academic supervisors for the students, academic engagement and support, 
and designing effective assessment tasks. Details of the Internship program are shown in 
Table 5.10. 
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Table 5.10 
Internship program characteristics of 4 universities 
Length of Internship Program Credit points Compulsory/ 
Elective/ 
Voluntary 
Paid/ Unpaid Timing Assessment Grading Scale 
13 weeks 
(2 days per week - 26 days) 
12.5% (1 unit) Elective Unpaid Middle and 
end 
Reflection 
Written report 
Supervisor report 
(Supervisor feedback) 
7-1 
12 weeks 
One day of eight hours worked each week 
(12 days) 
12 Elective Unpaid End Written Proposal 
Reflection 
Presentation 
7-1 
12 weeks 9 Elective Unpaid End Presentation 
Written report 
7-1 
2-3 weeks full time (10-15 days) 
Or 1 day per week for 1 semester (12-13 
days) 
1 subject Elective Unpaid Middle Written report 7-1 
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The following sections detail the characteristics of the alternate forms of WIL. A 
summary is presented in Table 5.11. 
5.4.3 Industry Project 
 
There were three universities that implemented an Industry Project, with all offering 
it at the end of the course. The length of this program was equivalent to one semester of 13 
weeks (two universities) or 2 weeks intensively on site with time to complete assessment (one 
university). Students obtained credit points for the project, with one university indicating it 
was compulsory and two stating it was an elective. The project was unpaid with multiple 
grades (7-1 scale). One university described assessments as being a written proposal, a 
reflective essay on workplace experiences, and a final project report documenting the 
organisational issue, research methodology and recommendations. The same university 
reported that 20 students and 18 employer organisations participated in the 2012 academic 
year, with numbers not available for the other universities. Difficulty in finding suitable 
projects was reported as the challenge for this program. 
5.4.4 Co-operative Education 
 
Co-operative education was reported by two universities as an Accountancy WIL 
program with both universities offering the program in the middle of the course. The lengths 
were 20 and 52 weeks. One university reported it was an elective unit and paid, students 
obtained 12 credit points and multiple grades (7-1) was used. The other university stated the 
program was voluntary and paid, no credit points were given and a 
Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory grading scale was used. Assessments in both universities included 
written reports such as a learning benchmark, mid-term report and end report; and situation 
analysis that described the student’s position within the firm and how the firm fits into 
industry, a reflective journal to assesses graduate attributes, and career planning that was a 
self-assessment of professional development. In the 2012 academic year, the number of 
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students who participated were 24 and 40 respectively and the number of employer 
organisations were 15 and from 35 to 50 respectively.  
The challenges faced included recruiting employers, student non-awareness of the 
value of the program that resulted in non-optimal participation, the gap between student’s 
expectations of their employment positions and what the organisation can realistically 
provide, competition across institutions for places in organisations, and changing 
demographics and socio-economic status of students which impacts upon their levels of 
awareness as well as self-esteem. 
5.4.5 International Accounting Study Program 
 
One university had an International Accounting Study Program in the middle of the 
course. The length of this program was four weeks, with additional time for assessment. 
Students obtained credit, it was elective and unpaid, and multiple grades (7-1) were used. In 
the academic year 2012, 30 students and approximately 20 employer organisations 
participated. The challenges reported were the difficulty in finding employer organisations 
and that collaboration with other universities was necessary. 
5.4.6 Casual/Part time/Voluntary WIL program 
 
One Casual/Part time/Voluntary WIL program was in the middle of the course with 
150 contact hours per semester. Students obtained credit, with the program being elective and 
unpaid and using multiple grades (7-1). Three items of assessment were set by the university. 
These included a situation analysis describing the student’s position within the firm and how 
the firm fits into industry, a reflective journal that assessed graduate attributes, and career 
planning of a self-assessment of professional development. In the academic year 2012, 40 
students and 10-15 employer organisations participated in this program. The challenges were 
similar to those in Co-operative Education. 
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Another university reported a voluntary program that was organised by students 
themselves.  Little detail was given about this program but the challenge again was the 
recruitment of employers. 
5.4.7 Work Experience/Vacation Work 
 
This was offered by one university.  The program was voluntary and paid. The major 
challenge was getting employers to participate. 
5.4.8 Reverse Mapping WIL 
 
Reverse mapping was a different approach to WIL where students who already had a 
full-time or part-time job were required to map their current workplace experiences back to 
their university-based learning. This program was offered by one university and was in the 
middle of the course for 12 weeks (equivalent to one semester). It was an elective for-credit 
unit and unpaid, with multiple grades (7-1) being used. Assessment included a group 
presentation and critique of article, group assignment, learning log and individual essay. In 
the academic year 2012, 30 students participated in this program. This was an in-class WIL 
course and therefore no employer organisation was required to participate. No challenges 
were reported as the students were already working so there was no cost to the university in 
finding placements or insurance. 
106 
 
Table 5.11 
Characteristics of alternate WIL programs 
Type of WIL other than Work 
Placement or Internship 
Length Credit 
points 
Compulsory/ 
Elective/ 
Voluntary 
Paid/ Unpaid Timing Assessment Grading Scale 
Industry Project 13 weeks or  
2 weeks on site 
10 and 12.5 Compulsory and 
elective 
Unpaid  End Yes 7-1 
Co-operative Education 20-52 weeks 12 or no 
credit point 
Elective or 
voluntary 
Paid  Middle  Yes  7-1 
Satisfactory/ 
Unsatisfactory 
International Accounting Study 
Program 
4 weeks Yes Elective  Unpaid  Middle  Yes 7-1 
Casual/Part time/Voluntary WIL 
program 
150 hours Yes  Elective 
Voluntary 
Unpaid  Middle  Yes  7-1 
Work Experience/Vacation Work - - Voluntary  Paid  - - - 
Reverse Mapping WIL 12 weeks Yes Elective  Unpaid  Middle  Yes  7-1 
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In summary, the most popular types of WIL were a Work Placement and an 
Internship. WIL programs were of varying length; the students obtained credit as an elective 
unit using a presentation, reflection, written report and/or supervisor report as assessment 
items and were mostly graded using a 7-1 scale; they were often unpaid; and occurred in the 
middle or end of the course. The data also highlighted the very small number of students 
doing WIL as part of their degree.   
5.5 Why Australian Accountancy Schools Have Not Implemented a WIL 
Program 
 
Eight universities (33.33% of the 24 respondents) did not have a WIL program, with 
one from the Go8 universities, one from ATNU, two from the RUN, and four from the Other 
universities category. These findings come from the data in the questionnaire where 
respondents were asked to rank the challenges in order of what they perceived to be the most 
important reasons why they have not implemented WIL in their Accountancy degree (refer to 
Appendix D: Question 7). They were asked to rank the 6 most important reasons with 1 being 
the most important to 6 being the least important.  
For the 11 given choices of challenges that may prevent WIL implementation in 
Accounting schools in Australian universities, the results are shown in Table 5.12. Data also 
revealed that there were three universities that answered “Other” and stated that they have a 
work placement unit at the university or faculty level. It was therefore considered 
unnecessary to have a WIL program in the Accounting school. 
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Table 5.12 
Results and ranking of challenges that prevent WIL implementation in Accounting schools in 
Australian universities 
Challenge and the Number of Universities 
Listing This Challenge Out of a Total 8 That 
Responded as not Having a WIL Program 
(highest to lowest)1 
Averaging of Rankings For Those Universities 
That Chose This Challenge (1 is the highest, 6 is 
the lowest) 
Lack of participating employers (7) Lack of participating employers (1.57) 
Workload of academic staff is too high (7) Too costly to implement a WIL program (2.8) 
Too costly to implement a WIL program (5) Lack of space in the course (3.0) 
Lack of interested staff in WIL (4) Workload of academic staff is too high (3.43) 
Lack of space in the course (4) Lack of recognition and reward for this type of 
initiative (3.5) 
Inflexibility of university timetables in enabling 
students to spend appropriate time in the 
workplace (3) 
Time taken to develop and evaluate curriculum for 
WIL (4.0) 
Lack of recognition and reward for this type of 
initiative (2) 
Lack of effective programs that act as models for 
other universities to follow (4.0) 
Lack of effective programs that act as models 
for other universities to follow (2) 
Lack of interested staff in WIL (4.25) 
Time taken to develop and evaluate curriculum 
for WIL (2) 
Inflexibility of university timetables in enabling 
students to spend appropriate time in the workplace 
(4.33) 
WIL is not a priority in this school (2) Implementing WIL is problematic as it is the opposite 
for what should constitute higher education (5.0) 
Implementing WIL is problematic as it is the 
opposite for what should constitute higher 
education (1) 
WIL is not a priority in this school (5.0) 
1Three universities only ranked 4 items not 6; and 3 universities chose “Other” and gave a reason. 
 
The most important finding from Table 5.12 is that the “lack of participating 
employers” is clearly the greatest challenge with seven of the eight universities listing this as 
a problem and the average across those universities being 1.57, which represents a very high 
level of challenge. This average identified impact is followed by “too costly to implement” (5 
universities with an average of 2.8), “lack of space in the course” (4 universities; 3.0 average) 
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and “workload of academic staff is too high” (7 universities; 3.43 average). In order, these 
challenges reflected the most important issues that prevent these schools from implementing 
a WIL program. 
To get a richer feel for some of these challenges, the respondents were asked “For 
the top 3 reasons above why you have not implemented a WIL program, can you please 
explain why these are an issue for your School.” Seven of the eight universities that did not 
offer a WIL program answered this question and the results are shown in Table 5.13. 
Table 5.13 
Issues that prevent schools from implementing WIL 
Issue and Number of Universities 
That Discussed This Issue 
Comments 
Lack of resources (4) Lack of resources to find the right employers and manage the 
relationship between university and employers. (University C) 
Already stretched resources in the discipline. (University V) 
Staffing issues (4) Our staff is already overworked and most priority lies with 
research. (University C) 
WIL is not regarded as an academic ‘activity’ and academics 
need to teach a class in a ‘regular’ format (seminars, 
workshops etc) to get workload hours – without this incentive 
there is no academic staff at my university driving for change 
to include WIL in the program. (University R) 
Number of students (3) We have nearly 1000 students.  It is simply impossible to 
implement for everyone. (University C) 
Region has only 300,000 population and size makes a 
dedicated program for 500+ students difficult. (University V) 
Finding employers (2) University is located in a small regional town. We would be 
unlikely to find sufficient employers willing to make the 
ongoing commitment of their time spent ‘babysitting’. 
(University D) 
Structure of course (2) Students taking a double major (eg accounting and finance) 
and seeking professional accreditation will not have a 'spare' 
elective. (University D) 
Faculty commitment (1) Need a Faculty rather than just a School commitment and 
approach. (University J) 
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This data shows categorically that the lack of resources to find the right employers 
and manage the relationship between university and employers is the greatest problem faced 
by universities that prevents them from implementing a WIL program. Other challenges 
relate to cost, resourcing, staffing issues including workload and fitting WIL into the course. 
This final comment highlights the influence of professional bodies on accounting courses on 
why WIL is not being implemented in Accounting schools: 
At present neither CPA Australia or ICAA require WIL for accreditation 
of accounting programs. Without a mandate from the professional 
bodies there is little incentive to introduce WIL programs where they 
are perceived to be costly, difficult to manage, difficult to assess and 
potentially can create political issues within university faculties.  
Another issue is that the national learning standards set by 
ABDC/ALTC/OLT for accounting graduates do not require WIL. If WIL 
was incorporated as part of the national assurance of learning 
standards then universities would need to redesign programs and 
incorporates WIL. This would also have implications for the very fast 
growing non-university private higher education providers of 
accounting education. I therefore think in the current market place and 
given competitive pressures that there is very little incentive to mandate 
WIL programs in the accounting degree. (University R) 
5.6 WIL Benefits 
 
In the previous sections, the responses and themes were mainly restricted to the 
various questions that were asked. For example, WIL benefits were elaborated in 
Questionnaire Section two where reasons behind the importance of WIL were asked. Also, 
Questionnaire Section three mainly concentrated on WIL challenges in Accounting schools 
for universities that do not have this program. However, themes emerged across the various 
questions. The final two sections of this chapter relate to broad themes that bring a greater 
understanding of the benefits of WIL and the challenges Accounting schools face in 
implementing WIL programs.  The benefits are in the following areas: 
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a) Practical experience 
Practical experience gained by the students was one of the major benefits many 
respondents reported in supporting a WIL program. This was strongly evident in applying 
theory to practice. Comments related to providing students with the opportunity to reinforce 
the relevance of academic study to life goals beyond university, to provide students with 
experiential contexts for the development and application of conceptual knowledge and so 
reinforce learning, to enable the creation of new knowledge through the application of 
existing knowledge to new problems, and to enhance the reciprocal flow of knowledge and 
its application between the university and the workplaces or community settings in which 
students experience practice. Typical comments about the benefits of WIL included: 
Help students understand theory and link to practice. (University I) 
 
Students are being prepared/developing into professional accountants 
and it is important that they 'get out of the classroom' and experience 
what occurs within a professional environment. (University P) 
 
Students need to understand the work environments they are studying in 
academic subjects and apply this knowledge in organisational settings 
where they exercise appropriate professional judgement under 
supervision and work in allocated workplace teams. (University R) 
 
In particular, some respondents pointed out that a WIL program should be an 
important part of a university Accountancy course because it provides real world and 
authentic experiences. 
Increases authenticity for students as they complete their studies. 
(University L) 
 
Give students exposure to the real world of accounting and opportunity 
to apply theory to practice. (University M) 
 
The benefits of WIL are that students gain some real world experience 
and that it gives them some appreciation of the business sector. They 
make contacts are their experience is broadened beyond academic 
learning. (University X) 
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One respondent summed up this view by commenting: 
WIL is intended to reinforce the value of academic studies, provide 
opportunities for applying such knowledge to practical situations and 
develop work-readiness. (University A) 
 
b) Professional skills development and opportunities 
Another reason respondents thought a WIL program should be an important part of a 
university Accountancy course was it assisted students in developing professional/ 
workplace skills. 
Because it is well known that accounting graduates lack the necessary 
skills required in the profession because they have too much theory in 
their accounting degree and not enough accounting practice. 
(University W) 
 
It can also enable students to develop generic skills such as working in 
teams as well as understand workplace cultures. It can also provide 
students with a competitive advantage in terms of seeking employment. 
(University S) 
 
A WIL program also helps students to understand the profession better. 
Our profession is based on value to the business and financial 
communities, WIL is the best way to ensure that this value is identified 
and delivered. (University U) 
 
Yes. In my view, it is an essential part of developing as a professional 
accountant. (University P) 
 
Improved professional/workplace opportunities for students was also another 
benefit. 
Students mostly offered position from WIL. (University I) 
 
I think that it helps with employability for students. (University N) 
 
c) Students’ ownership of program, motivation and participation 
Respondents who wanted a WIL program to be a compulsory part of a university 
accounting course pointed out that WIL encouraged students to take “ownership” of the 
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subject/program and it could improve both student participation and motivation. A formally 
assessed program increased student commitment, engagement and effort, so students took the 
program seriously. 
Assessing partly measures student's commitment to their WIL, and it 
takes a significant amount of time out of their program. (University I) 
 
WIL needs to be assessed and given appropriate credit in the degree to 
ensure student commitment. (University R) 
 
So that students treat the placement seriously, it is given some 
legitimacy (makes it official) and so that it appears on the students’ 
academic record/transcript. (University X) 
 
d) Manage employer expectations 
One respondent preferred that a WIL program should be an important part of a 
university Accountancy course because it promoted engagement between university and 
employers. 
Feedback for teaching staff on profession and workplace changes. 
(University V) 
 
Another respondent agreed by stating that a WIL program allows a university to 
manage employer expectations.   
Allows the University to manage learning outcomes and employer 
expectations. Also recognises the learning development involved in a 
WIL project. (University K) 
 
e) Improve quality of learning as part of academic program 
Some respondents suggested Accountancy WIL programs should be formally 
assessed by the university and accredited to ensure the quality of the program and recognise 
the learning development involved.  
Formal assessment reinforces the importance of such opportunity and 
through credit emphasises the holistic nature of an accounting 
education. (University P) 
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It contributes to the development of learning objectives and appropriate 
harvesting of the learning within the workplace and translates it into 
the academic setting. (University G) 
 
Further, respondents supported the view that WIL should be part of academic 
program.  
It is an academic program, not a work experience program. 
Accordingly, it should be assessed, and the student should obtain credit. 
(University A) 
 
Program should have quantifiable outcomes to be of the most use. 
(University H) 
 
Ideally it should not just be work experience but rather experience 
which is then assessed in some form in order to use it as a learning 
experience. As such it should have some credit attached. (University N) 
 
In summary, respondents identified a WIL program as providing benefits to various 
stakeholders including students, employers and universities. For students, WIL provides them 
with practical experience, develops their professional skills, gives them workplace 
opportunities, enhances their ownership of program, and increases their motivation and 
participation. For employers, respondents reported that WIL requires engagement between 
the university and employers in order to manage employer expectations. Finally, for 
universities, WIL improves the quality of learning as part of an academic program. 
5.7 WIL Challenges 
 
Although the challenges have been previously established specifically relating to 
universities that do not have a WIL program, this section aims to provide further insight into 
major themes about challenges across universities that have or do not have WIL programs. 
a) Obtaining placements 
One of the major implementation issues is the difficulty of obtaining placements for 
students. When participants were asked why a WIL program is not compulsory in accounting 
education whereas it is in some other disciplines, 6 respondents (25%) revealed a large 
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number of students in the accounting program was the problem. The volume of accounting 
students (including international students) makes it difficult for schools to find placements.  
The issue is the sheer number of students, especially international 
students, and the practical problems of finding and supervising so many 
places. (University J) 
 
Accounting programs have large numbers of students. It is perceived 
that it would be difficult to find placements for them all. (University A) 
 
The difficulty of finding placement for a large number of students was also a reason 
for respondents choosing that Accountancy WIL programs should be an elective. 
For practical reasons it probably has to remain an elective. Finding 
and/or organizing WIL for large numbers of students may not be 
possible or practicable. (University N) 
 
It is also difficult to create the right industry opportunities for very 
large numbers of students. (University T) 
 
Another problem was the difficulty in obtaining a sufficient number of firms to 
participate in such a program, especially a lack of public sector employers. 
Elective because it is difficult to find suitable placements for all 
students. The supply is too limited. (University I) 
 
There is no large public sector employer of accountants that can place 
the students as there is with nursing, medicine and teaching. 
(University E) 
 
This was supported by another university stating: 
Compulsory would be ideal but without significant support from 
accountants in government, commerce and public practice this is 
unrealistic … (University E) 
 
International students were also a problem in obtaining placements.  
An elective due to the logistics of finding placements for all students 
including the visa restrictions on international students. (University G) 
 
Canberra is a Government City and it is very hard to find places for 
International Students. (University K) 
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Regional concern was also an issue in obtaining placements.  
Elective - we will not be able to place all of our students in the 
relatively small number of accounting firms in this University town.  
(University D) 
 
Practical and administrative issues in organising WIL were also problematic.  
It would be nice for all students to have to do it but the reality is that it 
is difficult to find enough work placements as well as the administrative 
burden a mandatory program would provide. (University X) 
 
Elective. As mentioned above, there are practical difficulties with 
organising such a program for ALL students. What if a suitable 
workplace cannot be found for some students? (University F) 
 
Placing external students would be fraught with difficulty. (University 
D) 
 
For Accountancy schools not implementing a WIL program, lack of participating 
employers was also identified as the major problem. Seven universities stated this was the 
reason why they did not have a WIL program. 
b) Educational priority 
Educational priority was another issue on which respondents expressed differing 
views. One respondent considered that a WIL program was not crucial so that it should not be 
an important part of a university Accountancy course. 
While I think it could be very useful, I do not consider it crucial. 
(University D) 
 
This argument was further supported by another respondent who stated that in 
traditional Accounting education, a WIL program was not a priority. 
Traditionally accounting has been viewed as 'on-the-job' learning. 
Graduates have extra mentored training (with CPA or ICAA) before 
gaining a professional qualification. This may mean that prior work 
experience/placement was not considered necessary. (University X) 
 
 Chapter 5: Findings  117 
The fact that WIL programs are not mandated by the accounting professional bodies 
was raised by respondents and given as a reason why they think work experience prior to 
graduation has not been compulsory in accounting education. 
Perhaps it is historical - in the past accountants learned "on the job" and 
sat exams set by the professional bodies. (University F) 
 
The issue of CPA/CA was also raised by some respondents as to why WIL programs 
were not a priority in Accounting schools. One respondent stated that WIL program should 
not be an important part of a university Accountancy course because CPA and CA programs 
were intended to provide transition between the university and the workplace.  
CPA and CA programs are high quality with good market reputation, 
not clear that other professions have the same type of work based 
professional programs. (University Q) 
 
Primarily because in order to gain professional recognition subsequent 
to completing an undergraduate or postgraduate degree in accounting, 
a student needs to complete either the CPA or ICAA programs. 
(University S) 
 
Some employers had training programs at their workplace, and these were seen as 
one of the reasons why work experience prior to graduation has not been compulsory in 
accounting education. 
Many accounting firms taking on graduates have their own training 
programs - for them undergraduate work experience is not essential.  
(University O) 
 
Lower Health and Safety risks in Accountancy compared to other professions was 
also reported by some respondents as a reason why a WIL program prior to graduation has 
not been compulsory in accounting education. Respondents stated that the Accounting 
profession may be perceived as ‘low risk’ in terms of harm to humans.  
The other areas present a higher risk potential for a new inexperienced 
graduate. The role has a requirement for experience before the tasks 
can be entrusted to a new graduate and the roles on commencement 
expect the graduate to work independently - eg sole teacher in a 
classroom - whereas the accountant works in a team usually with 
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ongoing mentoring and close supervision - at least in large … 
practices. (University G) 
 
Also for those students who already had an accounting-related job, respondents 
considered that a WIL program was not important for them.  
It depends - many students already work part- or full- time in 
accounting-related fields. For them WIL would not be important. 
However for others, a WIL opportunity would be useful if they intended 
to pursue accounting as a career. (University O) 
 
Two respondents argued that students should be given a choice as there is no best 
way to study accounting or not all students will do accounting after they graduate. 
Respondents who preferred a WIL program to be elective also concluded that: 
For part time students they may be gaining relevant experience through 
part time work anyway. (University N) 
 
It should be an elective because … many students are already working 
in accounting-related firms. (University O) 
 
Respondents also thought that students who had accounting related jobs was a factor 
that contributed to their opinion of why work experience prior to graduation has not been 
compulsory in accounting education.  
Our university has more than 60% of its student load studying part-time 
and by distance education.  Nearly all of these students are working in 
various para-professional accounting roles. Requiring work experience 
is not appropriate given our student cohort. (University R) 
 
c) Resource implications 
Resource implications affect both universities and employers. For universities, 
funding was an issue in that WIL was costly to implement as a compulsory element due to the 
large cohort and many international students.  
Decades of refusing to fund accounting studies, only to rob them of the 
fees they deliver and use to cross-subsidise other courses. (University 
U) 
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An additional issue is the relatively high cost associated with finding 
and managing work placements for universities where students are 
dispersed around the country and many also are studying from 
international locations. (University R) 
 
Compulsory if funding allowed it! (University B) 
 
Resource issues also related to employers. Some universities reported that the 
accounting profession is not prepared to take on the number of accounting undergraduates 
due to the time and cost involved.  
Too costly and accounting firms are very busy and do not have the 
resources to have hundreds of students to supervise for a semester. 
(University W) 
 
d) Curriculum 
Two respondents reported that a crowded curriculum was an issue that explained 
why Work experience prior to graduation has not been compulsory in accounting education.  
As pointed out above the course structure is 24 units and all are 
allocated to taught units. There is no space for WIL. (University R) 
 
Another respondent argued that the program was typically heavily prescribed, so 
there was an aversion to extending it further with a compulsory WIL course. Similar 
comments agreed with this view  
Students are encouraged to take a double major – accounting + finance 
or financial planning, leaving no space for further extensions to the 
major. (University A) 
 
The degree structure for accounting at the Bachelor level covers all 
areas of business (marketing, HRM, IB, management, tourism) and the 
accounting major sits within a common BBA/BBus. The program is 
structured 8 units common core, 8 unit major and 8 unit electives or 
double major. If WIL was to be included then either all business 
disciplines would need to agree and change the degree structure or 
there would need to be a specialist accounting degree (BAcc) set up to 
include WIL. This second option is not going to happen at my university 
given the current management objective of reducing the number of 
degrees offered by the institution. (University R) 
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The same university also reported that pre-requisites for participation in a WIL 
program were issues in the curriculum. Some respondents believed a WIL program should be 
an elective because students must meet certain Grade Point Average (GPA) requirement and 
be interviewed before their WIL participation was approved. 
Students must meet a threshold GPA and are interviewed before their 
WIL is approved. Such requirements ensure the student will be a 
motivated and acceptable ambassador for the university in the work 
environment. Making WIL compulsory would mean that these rules 
could not be applied. (University A) 
 
I would recommend this be an elective and merit based program.  WIL 
should be offered ONLY for the best students - selected based on 
achieving a high GPA and other student assessment criteria.  Sending 
very poor students to work environments could be detrimental to the 
university's overall reputation. (University R) 
 
Overall, this section identified major themes on WIL implementation challenges for 
both universities that have and do not have WIL programs. These major themes provide 
insights for further solving difficulties of implementing these programs and improving the 
university environment for accounting WIL.  
5.8 Summary 
 
There were 24 SAAs who responded to the online questionnaire with most being 
Accounting Heads of Schools and Accounting Heads of Discipline. IRUA and RUN 
universities had the highest participation rate compared to other types of universities. Over 
80% of respondents stated that WIL should be an important part of a university Accountancy 
course; that it should be assessed; and it should be in the middle and/or end of the program. 
However, because of the difficulties associated with running a WIL program, 66.7% argued it 
should not be compulsory but an elective unit. 
Work Placement was the most popular form of WIL, followed by an Internship. 
Across all forms of WIL programs, these programs were of varying length; the students 
obtained credit and predominantly as an elective unit using a presentation, reflection, written 
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report and/or supervisor report as assessment items and were mostly graded using a 7-1 scale; 
were largely unpaid; and occurred in the middle or end of the course. The data also 
highlighted the very small number of students doing WIL as part of their degree.  
Among reasons why Australian Accountancy schools have not implemented a WIL 
program, lack of employers is the greatest problem. Other challenges relate to cost, 
resourcing, staffing issues including workload, and fitting WIL into the course.  
WIL programs provide benefits to various stakeholders including students, 
employers and universities. The benefits are practical experience, professional skills 
development and opportunities, students' ownership of program, motivation and participation, 
managing employer expectations and improving the quality of learning as part of the 
academic program. Finally, challenges to universities that have or do not have a WIL program 
include obtaining placements, educational priority, resource implications and a crowded 
curriculum.  
A more detailed discussion and explanation of results linked to the conceptual 
framework is provided in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER 6  
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
6.1 Introduction 
 
Following the detailed analysis of the data presented in chapter 5, this chapter will 
first summarise the results by addressing each research question and identifying the 
implications of the findings. It will then identify the limitations and contributions of the study 
and identify opportunities for future research. 
6.2 Discussion 
6.2.1 What is the role and extent of WIL in Accountancy courses/programs in 
Australian universities? (Research Question 1) 
 
This research question is answered based on the perceptions of the SAAs about WIL 
programs. Four aspects were highlighted: is WIL important; why WIL is not compulsory in 
Accounting schools and whether it should be compulsory; whether WIL should be formally 
assessed; and the timing of WIL in Accounting courses. 
These four perspectives form an overall perception about WIL programs in 
Accounting schools. The conclusions are as follows: 
• WIL is perceived to be important by the SAAs; 
• WIL is not perceived as a compulsory element of the course but as an elective; 
• WIL should be assessed; and 
• WIL should be in the middle and/or end of the course. 
WIL is important 
 
Although 66.67% (16) of respondent Australian universities had WIL programs, 
83.33% (20) respondent SAAs indicated that WIL should be an important part of a university 
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Accountancy course. Of the four that did not agree with this statement, two already had WIL 
programs and were mainly concerned about issues with implementing WIL for all students.  
The other two did not have a WIL program stating it would be useful but not crucial; and it 
would be costly to implement.  These results strongly indicate that most SAAs value a WIL 
program regardless of whether or not they have a program at their university.  
The value of WIL programs revolved around four strong themes: practical 
application of knowledge learned, professional/workplace opportunities, real world and 
authentic experiences, and professional skills or soft skills. The SAAs strongly emphasised 
that this practical application of their studies to a WIL program can benefit students. They 
indicated that a WIL program gave students insight into these practical applications of 
knowledge learned and provided them with opportunities to relate academic subjects to a 
work environment and link theory to accounting practice. They saw Accountancy as a 
vocational degree leading to students working in the field, and therefore students need to 
understand the work environment when they are studying academic subjects. It is important 
for students to learn how to apply this knowledge in organisational settings where they can 
learn to exercise appropriate professional judgement under supervision and work in allocated 
workplace teams. Professional/workplace opportunities also provided students with the 
potential benefit of getting employment through WIL programs, giving them a competitive 
advantage in terms of seeking employment. The real world and authentic experiences 
involved increased authenticity for students as they completed their studies, giving them 
some appreciation of the business sector. It is important for students to get out of the 
classroom and experience what occurs within a professional environment in order for them to 
be prepared to become professional accountants. These professional skills or soft skills were 
also developed in students through WIL programs. 
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These perceptions on WIL's importance are consistent with the discussion in Chapter 
2 on the benefits of WIL programs, as summarised in Table 6.1. 
Table 6.1 
Importance of WIL 
Findings on WIL's  importance Benefits of WIL identified in literature (Chapter 2) 
Practical application of 
knowledge learned 
Experience of learning in the workplace and exposure to 
industry (Blackwell et al., 2011; Crebert et al., 2004; 
Schmutte, 1986) 
Professional/workplace 
opportunities 
Preparation of graduates to meet the demands of 
professions (Gault et al., 2000; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004) 
Real world and authentic 
experiences 
Real-life experience (Meredith & Burkle, 2008; Parilla 
& Hesser, 1998) 
Professional skills or soft skills Professional skills developed and workplace 
opportunities (Fallows & Steven, 2000; Kerr & Proud, 
2005; Mihail, 2006; Smith & Worsfold, 2013) 
 
These views of the SAAs that WIL is very important and should be included in 
accounting courses support the arguments of Billett (1995, 2010). He proposed that with 
guidance, effectively structured everyday work activities provide opportunities for accessing 
and constructing robust and transferable vocational knowledge (Billett, 1995). That is, in the 
workplace, structured activities assist individuals to move from peripheral activities to those 
that are more central to the functioning of the particular work practice, and expert guidance 
enables individuals to access more complex forms of knowledge that are not readily revealed 
(Billett, 1995). Further, he identified the true measure of education as being to help learners 
find their place in the real world and to understand how to shape their future career. With 
workplace learning, students gain opportunities to learn in the classroom and in the 
workplace, and the strength is that these opportunities are fostered and integrated to create 
learning that is more than the sum of the two parts (Billett, 2010). This is also consistent with 
sociocultural learning theory and in particular, the concept of situated learning as espoused by 
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Lave and Wenger (1991). Beard (1998) has also emphasised the importance of a structured 
learning experience in accounting curricula, and promoted well organised and carefully 
supervised programs in order to enhance student’s ability to integrate academic knowledge 
with practical applications. The perceptions from these SAAs supports these views. 
WIL should be an elective 
 
Even though WIL programs were perceived as important and should be structured 
within courses, they were not perceived as a compulsory element due to various challenges 
the SAAs identified. Among these challenges, the large number of students was reported by 
respondents as the most challenging. Finding placements was difficult, particularly with 
international students, and issues relating to the supervision of placements posed problems. 
These were the most difficult issues for the SAAs in considering whether to make WIL 
compulsory. 
Following this, other challenges that worked against making WIL compulsory 
included the practical issues that WIL is difficult to organise, and that WIL is resource 
intensive for both universities and employers; and the pedagogical issue that the traditional 
accounting educational style prevented general acceptance of WIL programs.  
These results reflected the major concerns discussed in Chapter 3’s Conceptual 
Framework around three major categories of challenges for WIL. As identified by McLennan 
and Keating (2008), the increasing interest in WIL creates more competition in finding places 
for students. Also a small pool of available placement opportunities makes finding 
appropriate experiences for students with particular needs even more difficult (Patrick et al., 
2008). This is especially the case in regional areas where placements may be harder to find 
than in metropolitan areas (Patrick et al., 2008). Finding sufficient placements becomes a 
major preoccupation and challenge for WIL program leaders and these may reduce the 
willingness of some universities to consider implementing WIL programs.  
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The resourcing issues also reduced the willingness of the SAAs to consider WIL as a 
compulsory part of the degree. The resource implications of cost and time for employers have 
an impact. As identified by Patrick et al. (2008), employers have to justify spending the time 
to mentor the students when they are understaffed or struggling to supervise the students they 
have. Companies are also very financially focused and involvement in a WIL program has to 
satisfy their bottom line. For universities, the actual costs of WIL programs may vary 
depending on the particular type of program and the settings (McLennan & Keating, 2008). 
However, as already mentioned, there are significant transaction costs involved in organising 
a WIL program, particularly when supporting students who are geographically dispersed 
(McLennan & Keating, 2008).  
Further, hesitation in recognising WIL as a formal part of university learning has 
explained why WIL is not perceived as compulsory. Universities are concerned about their 
educational priority in that the imperatives of particular instances of practice (e.g. 
workplaces) will be privileged over other educational purposes including developing broadly 
adaptable knowledge and critical stances (Billett, 2009a). Some educators view the changes 
involved in embedding WIL as being problematic and an antithesis of higher education, and 
these are important reservations that need to be taken seriously (Billett, 2009a). These major 
challenges resulted in the SAAs indicating that WIL programs are better being an elective 
rather than being a compulsory part of the course.  
WIL should be assessed 
 
A majority of respondents (86.96%) stated that WIL programs, if they were 
conducted, should be assessed and credit given towards the degree. This is because the 
assessment of a WIL program in an accounting degree improved the quality of the program. 
They emphasised that the nature of a WIL program is more than just work experience but a 
learning experience that should be quantified through assessment.  
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Many respondents perceived that WIL programs should have quantifiable outcomes 
to be of the most use. This is because it is seen as a valuable learning experience, reinforcing 
the importance of the opportunity and encouraging students to treat the placement seriously. 
These views reflected the importance of assessing WIL programs. As Smith et al. (2009, p. 
32) pointed out, “University course and unit assessment provide an ideal vehicle for 
determining the impact and outcome of career development learning and Work-Integrated 
Learning”. Orrell (2011, p.20) also suggested that universities should ensure "evidence from 
a variety of sources is used to monitor, evaluate and improve the effectiveness of diverse WIL 
program arrangements". The SAAs’ perceptions on assessing WIL reinforced these views that 
WIL programs need to be seen as part of the academic program and not just work experience. 
Further, WIL is intended to reinforce the value of academic studies and to provide 
opportunities for applying such knowledge to practical situations.  Assessment ensures that 
this does occur. 
WIL should be placed towards the middle and/or end of a course 
 
Finally, regarding the perceptions of the timing of WIL programs, a majority of 
respondents (91.67%) supported placing WIL in the middle and/or at the end of courses. This 
preference related to the maturity students are able to take into the work environment, since if 
students are to benefit from WIL they need to have a well-developed knowledge base. 
Because students need to apply their knowledge to solve business problems, and they need to 
have the ability to contribute to the organisational performance of the entity, they must be 
advanced in their studies.  
This view is interesting as WIL programs are often perceived as providing the 
opportunities for students to experience the workplace and allows students to get a taste of 
what they are going to do in their future career (Crebert et al., 2004; Stanley, 2013). Only one 
respondent suggested that a WIL program should be placed at the beginning of a course, with 
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the reason being to introduce students to the practical world of accounting. However, from 
the SAAs’ perspective, the knowledge base students take into the workplace and their ability 
to apply what they have learned in the schools are more important. This is consistent with 
employers’ concerns about students having insufficient knowledge in the workplace as 
identified by Patrick et al. (2008). Employers are concerned that students are not prepared to 
be involved in the difficult nature of the workplace and students may not be sufficiently 
equipped to make the most of the experience, as they are generally not productive until they 
understand the culture of the firm (Patrick et al., 2008). The timing preferred by the SAAs 
addresses their concerns. 
6.2.2 What is the nature of WIL programs offered by Australian universities? 
(Research Question 2) 
 
This research question seeks to identify and explain the various forms of WIL 
programs used in Accounting schools in Australian universities. Results show there are eight 
different forms of WIL programs: Work Placement, Internship, Industry Project, Co-operative 
Education, International Accounting Study Program, Work Experience/Vacation Work, 
Casual/Part time/Voluntary WIL program, and Reverse Mapping WIL. These programs were 
typically long (one semester) in length; most were elective and unpaid; carried credit points; 
were placed in the middle and/or end of the courses; included various pieces of assessment, 
mainly a written report, a reflection and a presentation; and were graded on a 7-1 scale. 
The most popular WIL approach identified in this study was a Work Placement. 
Results indicated the length of Work Placements range from 13 days to 24 weeks in both full-
time and part-time models. Most of these were elective and unpaid, were placed in the middle 
and/or end of the course, and had credit points equivalent to one course/unit. Multiple pieces 
of assessment were also required. The Work Placement with the shortest length (13 days) had 
the highest participation of student and employer organisations. This might imply that a 
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shorter WIL program was more welcome by both students and employers and is easier to 
implement. This finding is consistent with Stanley (2013) that a short program can be 
effective.  
The second most popular WIL approach is an Internship. Results show the length of 
Internships was approximately 12-13 weeks, which was equivalent to one semester. 
Internships were typically elective and unpaid, placed in the middle and/or end of the course 
and credit point equivalent to one subject/unit was given. Internships were more commonly 
unpaid rather than paid, students were not full time employees of the organisation but work 1 
or 2 days per week for the organisation for a total of 12 to 26 days, and were assessed with 
multiple pieces of assessments.  
Work Placement and Internship have similar characteristics including their length 
(usually a semester long), the awarding of credit points, elective, unpaid, in the middle and/or 
the end of the course, assessed and given a grading scale of 7-1. These similar features of 
these two forms of WIL programs illustrate the consistent nature of WIL programs in 
Accounting schools in Australian universities. The length of these programs reinforces the 
discussion in Chapter 3 that employers prefer long WIL programs as it is more meaningful 
for them in providing hands-on accounting activities. The programs are elective and this 
reflects the real challenges these schools face. Both of these prominent forms of WIL include 
several pieces of assessment with reflection being emphasised by most of them. This is 
consistent with Billett (2010) who identified the academic and proactive role of educators in 
facilitating the movement of students between the settings, and to encourage the development 
of students' reflective capability which would provide them with the skills to manage their 
own lifelong learning. 
Other types of WIL included an Industry Project, Co-operative Education, Work 
Experience/ Vacation Work, International Accounting Study Program, Casual/Part 
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time/Voluntary WIL program and Reverse Mapping WIL. These programs were also mostly 
elective, unpaid and in the middle of the course, with a grading scale of 7-1. The length 
among these programs varied from 4 weeks to one semester, with a semester being the most 
popular length. 
These results show that WIL programs are mostly assessed and given credit points, 
which implies that WIL programs in these Accounting schools are structured as part of their 
programs. This is a very positive indication that WIL programs have attracted attention as a 
valuable component of an accounting degree. However, WIL programs in these schools are 
still elective, consistent with the challenges found in the perceptions from the SAAs as 
discussed in the previous section. 
There is a lack of "consistency or consensus" regarding the types of activities and 
words used to describe WIL (Connor & MacFarlane, 2007, p. 7). Accountancy WIL programs 
are not the same and there is no single model of WIL being implemented in Accounting 
schools in Australian universities. However, this diversity and flexibility of approaches in 
existing WIL programs may lead to difficulties in implementation because negotiations about 
these programs with employers, as well as the resource implications, may be difficult to 
manage. If accounting educators were to recognise these differences in various WIL forms 
and promote consistent best-practice forms of WIL in the Accountancy curriculum, WIL 
benefits to student learning may be more widely and better recognised. Also, a more 
consistent and structured WIL form could benefit Accounting schools in overcoming practical 
issues, as it may be easier to negotiate with employers about standardised, approved or 
recommended programs for students.  
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6.2.3 Why have Australian Accountancy schools not implemented a WIL 
program? (Research Question 3) 
 
This research question was answered by respondents from Accounting schools that 
do not have a WIL program. These findings can be summarised in Table 6.2. 
Table 6.2 
Summary of WIL challenges by respondents that do not have a WIL program 
Most Frequently 
Nominated 
Challenges 
(Highest to Lowest) 
Based on Ranking 
of 6 Most 
Important Options 
(see Table 5.12) 
Most Highly 
Ranked 
Challenges 
(Highest To 
Lowest) Based on 
Ranking of 6 Most 
Important 
Options (see Table 
5.12) 
Challenges by 
Respondents 
(Highest to Lowest) 
in Response to 
Open-Ended 
Questions (see 
Table 5.13) 
Listing of Challenges in 
Conceptual Framework 
Lack of participating 
employers 
Lack of 
participating 
employers 
Lack of Resources • Obtaining placements 
(McLennan & Keating, 
2008; Orrell, 2011; Patrick 
et al., 2008) 
 
• Educational priority 
(Billett, 2009a; Billett & 
Henderson, 2011; Patrick 
et al., 2008) 
 
• Resource implications 
(Brown, 2010; McLennan 
& Keating, 2008; Patrick 
et al., 2008) 
 
• Curriculum issues 
(Brown, 2010; Patrick et 
al., 2008) 
Workload of 
academic staff is too 
high 
Too costly to 
implement a WIL 
program 
 Staffing issues 
Too costly to 
implement a WIL 
program 
Lack of space in 
the course 
Number of students 
Lack of interested 
staff in WIL 
Workload of 
academic staff is 
too high 
Finding employers 
Lack of space in the 
course 
Lack of recognition 
and reward for this 
type of initiative 
Structure of course 
Inflexibility of 
university timetables 
in enabling students 
to spend appropriate 
time in the 
workplace 
Time taken to 
develop and 
evaluate 
curriculum for WIL 
Faculty commitment 
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In accounting education, results show that obtaining placements was one of the 
major challenges Accountancy schools are facing, including the difficulty of finding 
placements for a large number of students, the difficulty in obtaining a sufficient number of 
firms to participate in a WIL program, difficulties in finding placements for international 
students, regional concerns in obtaining placements, and practical and administrative 
problems in organising WIL. As previously mentioned, McLennan and Keating (2008) 
argued that in Australia, increasing WIL programs will create more competition for finding 
places for students. Finding placements in regional areas may be more difficult than in 
metropolitan areas, as smaller regional universities have to compete for a relatively small 
number of firms for placements (Patrick et al., 2008). These are the major reasons preventing 
Australian universities from having WIL programs in their Accounting schools. 
Finding more placements for universities both in the metropolitan and regional areas 
may require negotiation between university and employers on providing and structuring this 
program for the benefit of both parties. As reported by an academic in Patrick et al. (2008), 
the number one problem is industry being able to take placements, and the number of 
universities looking to place students, which makes it harder for both parties. This is a shared 
responsibility between universities and employers and a strong partnership is essential 
(McLennan & Keating, 2008).  
Results also show that educational priority is a problem, because in traditional 
accounting education, a WIL program is not a priority. For example, WIL programs are not 
mandated by the accounting professional bodies. The CPA Australia and CAANZ (formerly 
ICAA) programs provide a transition between the academic environment and the workplace, 
so WIL was not considered necessary. In addition, some employers had training programs at 
their workplace so WIL was not thought to be compulsory. Some Accountancy students 
already have an accounting-related job so WIL was not seen to be important for them. These 
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findings reveal the concern raised from a traditional accounting education perspective that 
experience in the workplace is not considered part of the academic learning process. 
However, situated learning theory indicates that a work experience placement could be 
effective in student learning in accounting education (Stanley, 2013). Also, the three 
professional bodies in Australia – CPA Australia, CAANZ and National Institute of Australia 
(NIA) – have started to realise the importance of WIL programs and welcome the inclusion of 
WIL in Australian accounting degrees, as such programs contribute to the practical 
experience requirement for the professional programs (CPA Australia and the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2012). Billett (2009a) strongly suggested that practice-
based experiences should be brought to centre stage within educational provisions. He 
recommended higher educators should overcome existing orthodoxies that resist embracing 
learning through practice as being legitimate and productive, but to support and acknowledge 
its contributions, and to understand that effective curriculum and pedagogy in practice 
settings are constructed differently from those in educational settings (Billett, 2009a). 
Finally, the resource implications of WIL were identified in the findings for both 
universities and employers. Money is a key challenge for universities due to the transaction 
costs of establishing WIL programs (McLennan & Keating, 2008; Orrell, 2011). Funding was 
also an issue for universities in that WIL is costly to implement as a compulsory element due 
to the large student cohort and many international students. For employers, results show that 
the accounting profession is not prepared to take on large numbers of accounting 
undergraduate students due to the time and cost involved. Companies are very financially 
focused and thus it is a constant struggle to keep employers interested in WIL due to time and 
cost issues (Patrick et al., 2008). Therefore, to promote WIL programs, it is important for 
universities and employers to acknowledge these costs and to work together to reduce and 
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minimise them. If these resourcing issues are solved, WIL implementation would be more 
feasible and more widely implemented in Accounting schools in Australian universities. 
6.3 Concluding Comments and Implications 
 
Responding to the calls for change for more effective learning to take place, 
Wilkerson (2010) and Stanley (2013) argued that it is necessary in accounting professional 
education that some learning be situated and therefore some form of work experience is an 
essential element of a professional accounting graduate’s education. This study responds to 
the discussions on education reform where many educators and policymakers call for more 
effective models of teaching and learning to change the role of the educator from the delivery 
of knowledge to the facilitation of more active and engaged student learning (Billett, 2009a;  
Patrick et al., 2008; Universities Australia, 2008). Higher education institutions are required 
to fulfil a role in preparing professionals through their undergraduate and postgraduate 
programs (Billett & Henderson, 2011). This study provides the empirical evidence of how 
these Accounting schools fulfil their role in preparing professionals.  
Various forms of Accounting WIL were identified. However, there was some 
inconsistency relating to the grading scale and the length of the programs. Many of these 
accounting WIL programs used a 7-1 grading scale, but this may not be the best scale to use. 
Stanley (2013) advocated a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory scale as it overcame a number of 
problems with the 7-1 scale. Using a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory scale should be further 
investigated as it is not being used by many universities and it may alleviate some of the 
problems relating to assessment. In relation to the length of the program, it is important to 
remember that these programs are not about technical content. If improving technical content 
is the objective then programs should be long.  However, these programs should be aimed at 
an “experiential” conception and situated learning where students can learn a lot about the 
workings of accounting offices in a short period of time (Gracia, 2010; Stanley, 2013). More 
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trials of shorter programs should occur to see if the wider objectives of WIL programs can be 
achieved without having long programs. 
The accounting profession is made up of accounting academics, professional bodies, 
employers and policymakers, which all contribute to accounting education and professional 
training (Evans et al., 2012). If work placements in Accountancy are to become mainstream 
like other professions, there are three key stakeholders in their development – students, 
employers, and universities. Howieson et al. (2014) pointed out that in professional 
accounting education, the respective roles and responsibilities of universities and employers 
are complex issues reflecting many factors. These include the perceived objectives of a 
university degree, the availability of resources, the diverse characteristics of employers, and 
the expectations of students, all of which indicate that the responsibility is a joint one 
between both the university and employers, and further that there needs to be more 
cooperation between the profession and universities in determining the responsibilities of 
each (Howieson et al., 2014). Issues on WIL implementation from a university perspective 
are therefore important problems to be considered among participants in this three-way 
partnership model of WIL 
As Patrick et al. (2008) pointed out, university leaders, including WIL staff, should 
consider implementing a systematic approach to resourcing the provision of a diverse WIL 
curriculum, and in collaboration with employers and the professions, identify and support 
successful strategies for future growth. To improve WIL implementation in Accounting 
schools, a three stage model by Patrick et al. (2008) could be followed. First, universities 
should investigate and trial a range of WIL approaches, both inside the university context and 
within the workplace setting. Second, identify a range of approaches to WIL pedagogy and 
curriculum (including assessment methods) and approaches to integration through degree 
programs. Third, identify ways to increase curriculum flexibility to enable participation by 
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greater numbers of students and employers. Universities are the major stakeholders that make 
decisions about implementing these learning experiences into their programs. 
This study supports the notion that WIL in accounting should be structured and 
assessed as Wilkerson (2010) and Stanley (2013) suggested. However, issues about WIL 
implementation must be overcome in order to promote this type of learning as an integral part 
of Accounting education in universities. The challenges facing the implementation of these 
programs were reported and these challenges clearly show why WIL is still not mainstream in 
accounting education. These are also the reasons why the SAAs indicated that WIL cannot be 
a compulsory part of accounting degrees.  
The data has revealed the challenges facing these SAAs in making decisions about 
WIL. However in Table 5.2, 20 (83.33%) respondents perceived that WIL should be an 
important part of a university Accountancy course. Contradicting this, only 8 (33.33%) 
considered that WIL should be compulsory; and there are 15 universities that did not want to 
participate or did not respond to this survey suggesting that most of those probably do not 
have an interest in a WIL program and therefore would not want it to be compulsory.   
Although this study has revealed the challenges that these decision-making SAAs face, why 
is the gap so great between the perception of the importance of WIL and the reality of not 
wanting it to be compulsory? The traditional approach to accounting higher education of 
leaving the work experience element outside the university sector is not being questioned.  
Innovation takes resources, time, and energy and unless each university has a “champion” to 
drive this change, then perhaps changes will be very difficult to achieve.  
Given there is no current requirement for university based WIL in professional 
accounting education, this study supports the need for a stronger emphasis on authentic and 
relevant workplace experiences. This study has identified the challenges; and universities 
should try to overcome these challenges with the help of the accounting professional bodies. 
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The professional bodies can play a major role in this cultural change to the way future 
accountants are educated. This may take 20 years to achieve but accounting should be no 
different to other major professions in requiring WIL to be a component of an accounting 
degree.  
6.4 Limitations 
 
Although this study has provided valuable insights into the SAAs’ perceptions on 
WIL implementation issues and challenges, it does have some limitations. By adopting an 
exploratory qualitative research method, it has the limitation that the findings may not be 
generalisable. The respondent rate of 61.5% (24 out of 39 universities), and the questionnaire 
design consisting of open-ended and ranking questions mean that statistical tests are not 
appropriate. However, as respondents are across a range of university types, the study has 
sought to make the results representative. 
Issues on WIL were identified from previous literature and contributed to the 
conceptual framework used in this study. There could be differences towards the selection of 
issues from a university perspective based on alternative literature. If this occurred, results 
could be slightly different from this study. However, this study has compared major literature 
on WIL issues to enhance the quality of representation from a university perspective. 
6.5 Contributions 
 
This research makes several academic contributions to existing literature. First, it 
extends the current literature on the diversity and flexibility of approaches on how individual 
universities innovate and adopt WIL programs in Accounting schools to meet the specialised 
needs of different partners in this field. In particular, this study provides valuable and 
comprehensive insights of different WIL approaches identified in Accounting schools in 
Australian universities and extends the research by Patrick et al. (2008) and Smith et al. 
(2009).  
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Second, this study confirms and extends our understanding of the benefits and 
necessity of integrating learning between university and the workplace as discussed by Billett 
(2009a, 2010). In addition to Stanley’s (2010, 2013) research on WIL benefits in accounting 
education from student and employer perspectives, this study also confirms these benefits 
with strong arguments from the SAAs in Australian universities reinforcing the benefits of 
WIL from a university perspective. 
Third, this study provides important and valuable models of WIL programs in 
Accounting schools in Australian universities to extend the accounting education literature on 
how educational programs can enhance the integration of learning via curriculum and 
pedagogy. This study provides detailed insights into eight existing models of WIL in 
Accounting schools along with their respective characteristics. These models also inform us 
about what happens in universities surrounding the integration of learning in Accounting 
schools in Australian universities. Therefore, this study contributes to the discussions in the 
literature on the organisation of learning experiences that can best develop occupational and 
critical capacities that are required for professional practice as Billett (2011) strongly 
proposed. These models are good examples of concepts and practices that can inform the 
implementation of educational processes in accounting education rather than relying on the 
models espoused in the traditional professional disciplines such as medicine, nursing and 
teaching education.  
Fourth, from a practical perspective, this study provides empirical evidence on the 
issues and challenges discussed in Chapter 3 on WIL implementation in accounting education 
from a university perspective. Within the confines of these limitations, the findings and 
conclusions reached from the study provide rich and contextual arguments for why WIL in 
Accounting schools is worthwhile even though it is not yet compulsory. This study extends 
our knowledge of why WIL is not mainstream in accounting education from a university 
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perspective, with empirical evidence from Accounting schools in Australian universities. This 
is very valuable, as having specific insights into what happens in Accounting schools, 
universities, employers and professional bodies could work out better solutions to these 
challenges that impact on WIL implementation.  
Finally, this study also fills a gap in the literature. As discussed previously, WIL is a 
three-way partnership between students, employers and the university. Stanley (2010, 2013) 
provided evidence about students’ and employers’ perspectives on WIL. This research 
investigated WIL from a university perspective. These studies complete a three-way 
partnership analysis of WIL programs in accounting education in Australian universities to 
reinforce the benefits of WIL and its value as a formal learning experience in accounting 
degrees.  
6.6 Future Research 
 
This study provided insights into WIL implementation issues and challenges in 
accounting education from a university perspective. As identified by many respondents in this 
study, the professional bodies can play a major part in the WIL implementation process. Their 
encouragement for formal accounting WIL programs in Australian universities is important. 
The professional bodies now welcome the inclusion of WIL in Australian accounting degrees 
across a range of formats, and welcome opportunities to promote such activities to their 
members and invite their involvement (CPA Australia and the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in Australia, 2012). Further studies could be conducted to provide greater 
insights into their perceptions on how and why they encourage these programs, and the 
cooperation and solutions they could have with other partners such as employers and 
universities to promote these programs.  
As Billett (2010) suggested, the academic and proactive role of educators in WIL 
programs is to facilitate the movement of students between university and workplace settings, 
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and to encourage the development of a reflective capability that will provide students with the 
skill of managing their own lifelong learning. Therefore, further studies could also be 
conducted by interviewing accounting academics who are responsible for managing WIL 
programs in Accounting schools in Australian universities to have insights of the process and 
factors involved in facilitating these programs. By understanding further issues in this area, 
solutions to the challenges faced by Accounting schools on WIL implementation could be 
better promoted. 
The conceptual framework for this study was developed based on a series of prior 
literature on WIL in general and the particular issues selected focused on the university 
perspective. There are other issues that are not covered in this study that could be further 
extended to investigate more issues on WIL in accounting education. In particular, this could 
include the issues surrounding international students and the particular difficulties they face 
regarding WIL. 
This study has highlighted various forms of Accounting WIL. Further studies could 
be conducted to seek opinions from various partners including university, student, employer 
and professional bodies in WIL in accounting education in order to ascertain the best 
exemplars that universities could follow if they want to implement a WIL program. These 
could be very informative and promote a structured and consistent form of WIL in Australian 
universities in accounting education. 
Finally, this study was conducted on Australia universities and it would be beneficial 
to see if similar views exist in other jurisdictions. Therefore, issues on WIL implementation 
in Accounting schools could be explored in different countries. These perspectives could 
provide insights that lead to a structured and compulsory form of WIL in Accounting schools 
to benefit student learning as suggested by Wilkerson (2010) and Stanley (2013).  
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Appendix A 
Initial Email 
Dear (Name of Accounting Head of School) 
  
My name is Jia (Jessica) Xu from the School of Accountancy at QUT and I am doing a Masters 
Research degree under the supervision of Dr Trevor Stanley.  My research is on the 
Implementation of Workplace Learning in the Accountancy Schools of Australian 
Universities.  As this research involves surveying only the Heads of Schools of Accountancy 
in Australia, it is very important that you respond in order to obtain a comprehensive 
insight into this type of learning. 
  
Work experience prior to graduation has not been compulsory in accounting education 
whereas it has in other professions such as teaching, health sciences and built 
environment.  This is an example of the strategic issues upon which I would like your view.  I 
am also interested in any Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) programs (eg work placements, 
cooperative education) that you might have in your school. If you don’t have a WIL program, 
I am interested in the reasons why your school has not implemented such a program.  
  
I would like you to complete the questionnaire as you are the major strategic decision maker 
in this area.  The questionnaire can be done online at the link below; or you can click on the 
Word version, complete the attached Word document electronically or by hand and then 
email it back to me.  I estimate that the questionnaire will take about 15 minutes to 
complete. 
  
Online questionnaire link: http://survey.qut.edu.au/f/177880/2042/ 
  
Word questionnaire link:  
http://external-apps.qut.edu.au/business/accountancy/Questionnaire-Workplace-Learning-Final.docx 
  
Please note that this study has been approved by the QUT Human Research Ethics 
Committee (approval number 1300000601). 
  
Many thanks for your consideration of this request. 
  
Jia (Jessica) Xu and Dr Trevor Stanley 
School of Accountancy 
Queensland University of Technology 
Email:   j9.xu@student.qut.edu.au 
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Appendix B 
Follow Up Email from Researcher 
 
Dear (Name of Accounting Head of School) 
  
As a Masters Research student at QUT, I contacted you in November about participating in 
some significant research relating to workplace learning in Accountancy.  I know you are very 
busy but I would really appreciate you completing the survey.  The survey is only going to the 
Heads of Schools of Accountancy in Australia and because this is such a small number, I 
need to have as many responses as possible. 
  
I would like you to complete the questionnaire as you are the major strategic decision 
maker in this area.  The questionnaire can be done online at the link below; or you can click 
on the Word version, complete the attached Word document electronically or by hand and 
then email it back to me.  I estimate that the questionnaire will take about 15 minutes to 
complete. 
  
Online questionnaire link: http://survey.qut.edu.au/f/177880/2042/ 
  
Word questionnaire link:  
http://external-apps.qut.edu.au/business/accountancy/Questionnaire-Workplace-Learning-
Final.docx 
  
Thank you for your time and I hope you can respond as soon as possible. 
  
Regards 
  
Jia (Jessica) Xu and Dr Trevor Stanley 
School of Accountancy 
Queensland University of Technology 
Email:   j9.xu@student.qut.edu.au 
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Appendix C 
Follow Up Email from Supervisor 
 
Dear (Name of Accounting Head of School) 
  
My Masters Research student emailed you in December 2013 asking you to participate in a 
research project relating to Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in Accountancy.  CPA Australia 
and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia encourages WIL and on  p18 of the 
Professional Accreditation Guidelines for Australian Accounting Degrees 2012 it states “In 
support of developing well-rounded, work-ready graduates, the Professional Bodies 
welcome the inclusion of work-Integrated learning in Australian accounting degrees across a 
range of formats ...”.  
  
No research to date has collected data about the state of play of WIL in Accountancy and 
that is why this research is so important. Are universities providing Accountancy WIL? If so, 
what form does it take? If not, what are the challenges impeding its implementation? 
  
I know you have a very busy schedule but I would really appreciate you completing the 
survey.  The survey is only going to the Heads of Schools of Accountancy in Australia and 
because this is such a small number, we need to have as many responses as possible. 
  
I am asking you to complete the questionnaire as you are the major strategic decision 
maker for accounting programs offered by your university.  The questionnaire can be done 
online at the link below; or you can click on the Word version, complete the attached Word 
document electronically or by hand and then email it back to me.  I estimate that the 
questionnaire will take about 15 minutes to complete. 
  
Online questionnaire link: http://survey.qut.edu.au/f/177880/2042/ 
  
Word questionnaire link:  
http://external-apps.qut.edu.au/business/accountancy/Questionnaire-Workplace-Learning-
Final.docx 
  
Thank you for your time and I hope you can respond as soon as possible. 
  
Regards 
  
Trevor 
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Appendix D 
Research Questionnaire 
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Appendix E 
Ethics Approval 
 
 
From: QUT Research Ethics Unit  
Sent: Wednesday, 11 September 2013 9:06 AM 
To: Trevor Stanley; Ms Jia Xu 
Cc: Janette Lamb 
Subject: Ethics Application Approval -- 1300000601 
 
Dear Ms Jia Xu  
 
Project Title:  Implementation of workplace learning in the Accountancy schools of Australian universities 
 
Ethics Category:         Human - Low Risk 
Approval Number:     1300000601 
Approved Until:           10/09/2016 (subject to receipt of satisfactory 
progress reports) 
 
We are pleased to advise that your application has been reviewed by your Faculty Research Ethics Advisor and 
confirmed as meeting the requirements of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 
(2007). 
 
I can therefore confirm that your application is APPROVED.  
If you require a formal approval certificate please respond via reply email and one will be issued. 
 
Before data collection commences please ensure you attend to any changes requested by your Faculty 
Research Ethics Advisor. 
 
CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
Please ensure you and all other team members read through and understand all UHREC conditions of approval 
prior to commencing any data collection:  
>  Standard: Please see attached, or go to 
www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/humans/stdconditions.jsp 
>  Specific:   None apply  
 
Decisions related to low risk ethical review are subject to ratification at the next available UHREC meeting.  You 
will only be contacted again in relation to this matter if UHREC raises any additional questions or concerns. 
 
Whilst the data collection of your project has received QUT ethical clearance, the decision to commence and 
authority to commence may be dependent on factors beyond the remit of the QUT ethics review process. For 
example, your research may need ethics clearance from other organisations or permissions from other 
organisations to access staff. Therefore the proposed data collection should not commence until you have 
satisfied these requirements. 
 
Please don't hesitate to contact us if you have any queries. 
 
We wish you all the best with your research. 
 
Kind regards 
 
Janette Lamb on behalf of the Faculty Research Ethics Advisor Research Ethics Unit  |  Office of 
Research  |  Level 4  88 Musk Avenue, Kelvin Grove  |  Queensland University of Technology 
p: +61 7 3138 5123  |  e: ethicscontact@qut.edu.au  |  w: www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/
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Appendix F 
Details of Respondent Universities 
University Have WIL Type of WIL Assessment 
A Yes Work Placement Yes 
B Yes Internship Yes 
C No   
D No   
E No   
F Yes Work Placement Yes 
G Yes Co-operative Education Yes 
H Yes Work Placement Yes 
I Yes Internship 
Work Experience/Vacation Work 
Industry Project 
Yes 
No 
No 
J No   
K No   
L Yes Work Placement Yes 
M Yes Internship Yes 
N Yes Work Placement Yes 
O Yes Industry Project Yes 
P Yes Work Placement Yes 
Q No   
R No   
S Yes Co-operative Education 
Causal / Part Time / Voluntary 
Yes 
Yes 
T Yes Industry Project 
International Accounting Study Program 
No 
No 
U Yes Work Placement Yes 
V No   
W Yes Reverse Mapping WIL 
Internship 
Yes 
Yes 
X Yes Work Placement Yes 
 
